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Abstract

This thesis is devoted to the astrological debates in Renaissance Italy in the late fifteenth
and early sixteenth centuries. These debates are often considered to be important for the
reconsideration of the status of astrology in the Renaissance. Yet, the texts that form the basis for
these debates have not received the attention they deserve. I argue that in the Disputationes
adversus astrologiam divinatricem the Italian scholar Giovanni Pico della Mirandola questioned
the compatibility of astrology with religion and philosophy, on the one hand, and astronomy as
astrology’s theoretical basis, on the other. Without going into reforming astronomy or modifying
obsolete mathematical calculations, Pico put forward radically new ideas about the problem of
astrology within the context of the Renaissance revival of ancient culture. My thesis also provides
for the first time a comprehensive study of the immediate reception of Pico’s Disputationes. Thus,
I show that Girolamo Savonarola and Giovanni Pico’s nephew Gianfrancesco Pico della
Mirandola, both close to Giovanni Pico at the late stage of his career, drew upon Pico’s attack on
astrology to develop their own interpretation of astrology. I also establish that Giovanni Pico’s
ideas received support beyond Italy: Maximus the Greek, an Orthodox monk who in the late
fifteenth century had become a novice of the Dominican order at San Marco in Florence and served
as Gianfrancesco Pico’s secretary, appropriated Savonarola’s and Giovanni Pico’s arguments and
criticised astrology in his Epistles against Astrology, which he composed upon his arrival in
Muscovy. Finally, my thesis explores how, at the same time, several scholars such as Lucio
Bellanti and Giovanni Pontano opposed Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes in order to defend the
positive value of astrology.
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Introduction
Astrology before Astrological Controversies of the Fifteenth and Early Sixteenth Centuries

Scholarly research on the Renaissance has devoted considerable time to astrology. Already
Jacob Burckhardt discussed the influence of occult knowledge on the formation of Renaissance
culture.1 Over the following decades, it has become obvious that magic, hermetism and astrology
served as important sources for both philosophical inquiries and artistic inspiration.2
In the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, astrology was not considered a pseudo-science.
According to its theorists, astrology was a useful practical instrument to prove some general
theories. That is why during several centuries, astrology and astronomy were not divided either
technically or essentially. This relation to theoretical (or ‘high’) knowledge definitely enhanced
the authority of astrology among medieval and Renaissance intellectuals. Astrological speculation
was involved in philosophical, scientific and even theological discourse. Nevertheless, by the
seventeenth century, as a result of the so-called scientific revolution, astrology was distinguished
from astronomy and mathematics and progressively became a marginal discipline, even if notable
scientists such as Kepler, Brahe, and Cardano continued to rely on astrology in some of their
works.3

1

Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (London: Penguin, 1990), pp. 323–44. On Giovanni

Pico and astrological controversies in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries: ibid., p. 328.
2

Along with significant contributions by Aby Warburg and scholars of his circle, it is worth mentioning some recent

studies: L’art de la Renaissance: entre science et magie, ed. Philippe Morel (Paris: Somogy éditions d’art, 2006);
Philippe Morel, Mélissa. Magie, astres et démons dans l’art italien de la Renaissance (Paris: Hazan, 2008); Mary
Quinlan-McGrath, Influences. Art, Optics, and Astrology in the Italian Renaissance (Chicago; London: The University
of Chicago Press, 2013).
3

Patrick Boner, Kepler's Cosmological Synthesis: Astrology, Mechanism and the Soul (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2013);

Victor E. Thoren, The Lord of Uraniborg: A Biography of Tycho Brahe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
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This research is devoted to the astrological debates in Renaissance Italy in the late fifteenth
and early sixteenth centuries. These episodes are often considered to be important for the
reconsideration of the status of astrology in the Renaissance. And yet the texts that form the basis
for these debates have not received the attention they deserve. By providing for the first time a
close and detailed textual and contextual analysis, I argue that in the Disputationes adversus
astrologiam divinatricem the Italian scholar Giovanni Pico della Mirandola questioned the
compatibility of astrology with religion and philosophy, on the one hand, and astronomy as
astrology’s theoretical basis, on the other. Without going into reforming astronomy or modifying
obsolete mathematical calculations, Pico put forward new and persuasive arguments to discuss the
problem of astrology within the context of the Renaissance revival of ancient philosophy and
science. Thus, in Parts I and II of my thesis I focus on the development of Pico’s astrological views
from his earlier writings to the Disputationes.
In Part III of my study, I analyse the reception of the Disputationes. Girolamo Savonarola
and Giovanni Pico’s nephew Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, both close to Giovanni Pico at
the late stage of his career, subsequently drew upon Pico’s attack on astrology to develop their
own intellectual agenda, which aimed at rejecting the possibility that ancient culture could play a
role in religious matters (Chapters I and II). Giovanni Pico’s ideas also received support beyond
Italy: Maximus the Greek, an Orthodox monk who in the late fifteenth-century had become a
novice of the Dominican order at San Marco in Florence and served as Gianfrancesco Pico’s
secretary, criticised astrology in his Epistles against Astrology composed already in Muscovy
(Chapter III). At the same time, several scholars opposed Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes. These
include Lucio Bellanti and Giovanni Pontano (Chapters IV and V). Thus, my thesis will provide
for the first time a comprehensive study of Pico’s Disputationes and its immediate reception.

1990); Anthony Grafton, Cardano’s Cosmos. The Worlds and Works of a Renaissance Astrologer (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1999).
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It is not my task to explore the history of Western astrology in this thesis. However, without
a very general introduction to the question, it is hard to understand Pico’s and his contemporaries’
attitude towards astrology. Putting Giovanni Pico’s astrological views into a larger philosophical
context allows us to understand the transformation of the status of astrology in fifteenth-century
thought. In the introduction, I will focus on two major points in the history of Western astrology,
both crucial for Pico himself and other Renaissance scholars. The first deals with the compatibility
of astrology, as a clear deterministic idea, with the notions of free will and human freedom. First
developed first in the ancient philosophical texts largely revived in the Renaissance period, and
supplemented with Christian teaching, this problem remained essential for fifteenth-century
thinkers. The second point concerns the question of authoritative astrological and philosophical
sources. After multiple translations of astrological treatises in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries
in the Toledo and Sicily regions, astrology was associated with numerous texts falsely attributed
to Aristotle, Proclus, Ptolemy, and other authorities. Finally, in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries, medieval thinkers developed two major ways of interpreting astrology: as either a
discipline useful for proving Christian dogmas or a part of natural philosophy. 4 Pico and his
associates had to respond to these issues.
Although the origins of astrology are traditionally supposed to be diverse, its European
branch derived from Mesopotamia and the Middle East region. In these cultural contexts, the
observation of the stars played a crucial role in everyday life, including weather predictions, which
had important implications for agriculture or traveling. Moreover, the prerogative to forecast the
weather and hence to predict future changes in people’s lives belonged to the Chaldean priests in
Persia.5 The status of astrological observation was, therefore, high. By the third century BC,

4

These two approaches to medieval magic were analysed in: Graziella Federici Vescovini, Medioevo magico: la

magia tra religione e scienza nei secoli XIII e XIV (Turin: UTET, 2008).
5

On the history of the term, see Franz Cumont, Astrology and Religion Among the Greeks and Romans (New York;

London: Putnam’s Sons, 1912), pp. 26–27.
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astrology spread throughout Greece. According to a legend, the occult knowledge was brought to
Greece by Berose the Astrologer.6 Although the legend cannot be accepted uncritically, it
nonetheless indicates that after the third century BC astrology was a well-established field in Greek
culture.
In Greece, there were conditions for astrology to be accepted. As is well known, by that
time the Greeks were successful in the observation of stars and prepared a theoretical and practical
apparatus that underpinned their astrological investigations; it is there that the main astrological
doctrines received their first mathematical interpretation.7 Moreover, as Franz Cumont has shown,
the anthropomorphism of Greek gods was an idealised reflection of human personalities and thus
fit well with an astrological vision of the universe.8 Finally, astrological techniques were used in
philosophical discussions of heimarméne (destiny, fate).9 Nevertheless, astrology was not
supported by all philosophical schools. Thus, Aristotle does not mention astrology in his works, a
fact that would later on be interpreted as a sign that Aristotle was against astrology. However,
some philosophers, and more specifically the Stoics, developed the notion of determinism, which
is close to astrological predestination.10 Evidently the discovery of the East by the Romans, who
invaded Greece in the second century BC, and the development of philosophical thought in the
Empire gave rise to further astrological speculation.
In Rome, astrology, however, faced serious opposition. The most severe critics of astrology
and ars divinatoria in general included Cicero, who dedicated to the subject his De divinatione

6

Cumont, Astrology and Religion, pp. 30–31; Ornella Pompeo Faracovi, Scritto negli astri: l’astrologia nella cultura

dell’Occidente (Venice: Marsilio, 1996), pp. 53–55.
7

Auguste Bouché-Leclercq, L’astrologie grecque (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1899).

8

Cumont, Astrology and Religion, p. XXIV.

9

Pompeo Faracovi, Scritto negli astri, pp. 56–59.

10

Ibid., pp. 51–79.
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and some related treatises.11 Sextus Empiricus later expressed a critical vision of the problem in
the Adversos mathematicos with the use of another philosophical (sceptical) argumentation.12
However, despite these attacks, the ars divinatoria remained very popular during the whole history
of the Roman Empire. First, emperors and nobles are vividly interested in astrology. The
fascination for astrology of the emperor Septimius Severus and his heirs led Alexander of
Aphrodisias to write an anti-astrological treatise.13 Alexander opposed the Stoic idea of
determinism claiming that some events did not have pre-determined causes. He insisted that man
is responsible for his own decisions, and that chance is a source for human freedom since it allows
to break the casual chain. It is also worth noting that Alexander’s De fato was well known in the
Middle Ages due to the translation by William of Moerbeke.14
Secondly, the important role of astrology in Rome is attested by the appearance of
particular genres of astrological literature and by the diffusion of oriental theurgical practices
within the Hellenistic philosophy, especially Neoplatonism.
Although Plotinus generally opposed some aspects of astrology, such as the idea of
fatalistic astrological predictions,15 his followers, especially Porphyry and Iamblichus, made more
use of astrology in their works. Porphyry wrote a special treatise on astrology entitled the
Introduction to Astronomy in Three Books (now lost) and promulgated it together with the
Introduction to Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos. The latter text was a compendium of texts by Antiochus of
Athens, an astrologer of the second century BC. In his treatise, Porphyry attempted to justify the

11

Cicero, ‘De divinatione’, in idem, De senectute. De amicitia. De divinatione, ed. William A. Falconer (Cambridge,

MA: Harvard University Press, 1979), pp. 222–539.
12

Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors, ed. Robert G. Bury (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971).

13

Alexander of Aphrodisias, De Fato, ed. Robert W. Sharples (London: Duckworth, 1983).

14

Idem, De fato ad imperatores. Version de Guillaume de Moerbeke, ed. Pierre Thillet (Paris: Vrin, 1963).

15

On Plotinus’ astrology in general, see: Peter Adamson, ‘Plotinus on Astrology’, Oxford Studies in Ancient

Philosophy, 35 (2008), 265–91. On the refutation of fatalistic astrology and Plotinus’ idea that the stars are signs rather
than causes, see: Tamsyn Barton, Ancient Astrology (London; New York: Routledge, 1994), pp. 55, 81.

13

use of astrological techniques and underline their compatibility with Neoplatonic beliefs in a free
and exalted soul. As Tamsyn Barton claims, beginning with Porphyry’s Introduction, it was a
standard doctrine that the soul’s astral body came from planetary spheres and returned to them at
death. The Neoplatonists developed an account of the soul’s ascent after death, with some of them
suggesting that the stars purified the soul as it went up, others that the stars assisted in its
progress.16 Porphyry insisted that the gods might use observations of celestial movements to
predict the events decreed by the fate. Porphyry did not oppose this concept originating with the
Stoics. He assumes that astrologers can make erroneous predictions, but he is certain that the
principles of astrology themselves are not false. He shows an extensive knowledge of practical
astrology by using several techniques criticised by his main astrological authority, Ptolemy.
Following the Neoplatonic tradition, Porphyry places the Sun in the centre of the planets, calling
it the heart of the universe.17 So in general, there is a widespread belief in the possibility of
planetary influences, but a rejection that this might imply determinism. Also, both Plotinus and
Porphyry developed the idea that on the whole astrology was an honourable science, while due to
the lack of expertise astrologers could provide false calculations. Claudius Ptolemy expressed the
same idea in the influential fragment of the Tetrabiblos. According to him, there was a distinction
between astrology as a judicial form of magic and astrology/astronomy as a science related to
mathematical calculations.18 Ptolemy claims that people who lack scientific knowledge sometimes
try to predict future events on the basis of simplest or the most powerful causes, disregarding other
influences.19 Instead of this superficial predictive method, Ptolemy advances a theory of

16

Barton, Ancient Astrology, p. 110.

17

Ibid., p. 107.

18

Claudio Tolomeo, Le previsioni astrologiche (Tetrabiblos), ed. Simonetta Feraboli (Milan: Mondadori, 1985), I, 2,

pp. 10–20.
19

Ibid., I, 2, pp. 8–9.
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mathematical astrology, which deals with all possible celestial figures, and which would prove
crucial to subsequent discussions on astrology.
Thus, in Antiquity, there was no consensus about the status of astrology. Its complete
refutation, for instance, in the aforementioned writings by Sextus Empiricus or Cicero, went
together with its approval and even its glorification. The authors mentioned above often defined
their attitude to astrology according to their philosophical interests. After the fall of the Empire,
ancient astrological texts were all but forgotten for a long time. Some of them, such as the treatises
of Ptolemy, were rediscovered in the thirteenth century, while the rest, like Manilius’ Astronomica,
remained unknown until the fifteenth century. Perhaps the most successful among ancient
astrological sources was the Mathesis written by Julius Firmicus Maternus, a fourth-century AC
Roman astrologer. As the Italian scholar Michele Rinaldi suggests, the first evidence of the
dissemination of the treatise might be found in the eleventh and twelfth centuries in France and
England.20 Thus, medieval English historian William of Malmesbury mentioned that Gerbert of
Aurillac, who would later become Pope under the name of Silvester II, had studied the Mathesis
of Firmicus.21 Though William of Malmesbury is often referred to as one the most accurate
historians in medieval England, his comments raise some questions. As is well known, Gerbert of
Aurillac had a doubtful reputation and was accused of practicing black magic. Such an image of
the magician was widespread not only in medieval literature but even in at least two literary
masterpieces of the twentieth century. 22 One wonders whether William of Malmesbury’s

20

Michele Rinaldi, ‘Sic itur ad astra’: Giovanni Pontano e la sua opera astrologica nel quadro della tradizione

manoscritta della Mathesis di Giulio Firmico Materno (Naples: Loffredo, 2002), pp. 31–37.
21

William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, eds Roger A. B. Mynors et al. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1988), I, p. 280.
22

On Gerbert himself see: Oscar Darlington, ‘Gerbert, the Teacher’, The American Historical Review, 52, 3 (1947),

456–76; Elly R. Truitt, ‘Celestial Divination and Arabic Science in Twelfth-Century England: The History of Gerbert
of Aurillac’s Talking Head’, The Journal of the History of Ideas, 73, 2 (2012), 201–22. The image of Gerbert was
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supposition about Gerbert’s astrological studies was caused by any firm evidence or merely by the
legendary status of the future Pope. Be that as it may, in the mid-eleventh century the Mathesis
was known in both England and France. References to Firmicus are found in the writings of the
English astronomer Daniel of Morley, while in France several scholastics from the School of
Chartres obviously knew and even used the Mathesis. However, the further diffusion of Arabic
astrological treatises in the West had a negative impact on the popularity of the Mathesis in the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Only four manuscripts of Firmicus from the thirteenth century
and one manuscript from the fourteenth century are extant.23 Hence, it appears that the Mathesis
lost its position of an important astrological ‘manual’. On the other hand, it probably influenced
Pietro d’Abano, whose astrological writings became a source for the iconographic program of
frescoes in the Palazzo della Ragione in Padua.24 What is more, Francesco Petrarca was familiar
with the Mathesis and referred to it in some of his texts.25 In 1429, the famous humanist and tireless
manuscript collector Poggio Bracciolini found a manuscript of the Mathesis in the library of the
monastery of Monte Cassino. He reported about this discovery in a letter to his friend Niccolò
Niccoli.26 Unfortunately, the codex found by Poggio and containing the Mathesis was incomplete;
the part including Firmicus’ text is lost. The rest of the manuscript contains a piece of Sextus Julius
Frontinus entitled the De aquaeductu, apparently rewritten by Peter the Deacon from the Monte

used in Thomas Mann’s masterpiece The Holy Sinner completed in 1951. In The Master and Margarita of Mikhail
Bulgakov, Woland came to Moscow to study the manuscripts of Gerbert.
23

Rinaldi, ‘Sic itur ad astra’, p. 37.

24

Graziella Federici Vescovini, ‘Pietro d’Abano e gli affreschi astrologici del Palazzo della Ragione di Padova’,

Labyrinthos. Studi e ricerche sulle arti dal Medioevo al Barocco, 9 (1986), 50–75; Darrelyn Gunzburg, ‘Giotto's Sky:
The fresco paintings of the first floor Salone of the Palazzo della Ragione, Padua, Italy’, Journal for the Study of
Religion, Nature and Culture, 7, 4 (2013), 407–33.
25

Francesco Petrarca, Le familiari, 4 vols, ed. Vittorio Rossi (Florence: Sansoni, 1933-1942), vol. II, pp. 168–69.

Petrarca possessed a manuscript, which contained the text of Firmicus: Rinaldi, ‘Sic itur ad astra’, pp. 42-49.
26

Poggio Bracciolini, Lettere, vol. I. Lettere a Niccolò Niccoli, ed. Helene Harth (Florence: Olschki, 1984), p. 210.
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Cassino Abbey. This led some scholars to suggest that Peter the Deacon might also be a copyist
of the Mathesis. An additional argument in favour of such a supposition is that in his autobiography
Peter the Deacon mentioned a text on astronomy among the list of books he had copied.
Contemporary scholars, however, are sceptical in regard to such a hypothesis.27 Though the destiny
of the Monte Cassino manuscript is uncertain, other manuscripts of the Mathesis are extant and
were known to a number of prominent Renaissance humanists and scientists, including Guarino
da Verona, Vittorino da Feltre, Regiomontanus, Antonio Beccadelli (Panormita). Finally, the text
of the Mathesis became one of main sources for the astrological speculation of the Neapolitan
humanist Giovanni Gioviano Pontano, who annotated a manuscript from his personal library, now
kept in the National Library of Naples (Ms. V A 17), and referred to Firmicus Maternus in his
subsequent astrological works, including in the Commentationes in Ptolemaeum and the De rebus
coelestibus.28 In 1499, the Mathesis was finally printed by Aldus Manutius together with other
texts about the stars (known as the Aldina);29 this resulted in the growth of its popularity among
European intellectuals.
The destiny of another important astrological text of Antiquity, Manilius’ Astronomica,
was different. Unknown in the Middle Ages, it was only discovered in 1416, in the library of the
monastery of St. Gallen in Switzerland, by Poggio Bracciolini. The Astronomica became one of
the most well-known astrology textbooks in the Renaissance; it inspired and formed the
iconographic program of the Palazzo Schifanoia frescoes cycle in Ferrara. 30 The dissemination of
the Astronomica, specifically after the invention of the printing press, contributed to the
27

Paul Meyvaert, ‘The Autographs of Peter the Deacon’, Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, 38 (1955), 114–38

(p.125); Rinaldi, ‘Sic itur ad astra’, pp. 60–62.
28

Rinaldi, ‘Sic itur ad astra’, pp. 109ff.

29

Wolfgang Hübner, ‘The Culture of Astrology from Ancient to Renaissance’, in A Companion to Astrology in the

Renaissance, ed. Brendan Dooley (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2014), pp. 21–22.
30

On astrology in Palazzo Schifanoia see: Marco Bertozzi, La tirannia degli astri. Gli affreschi astrologici di Palazzo

Schifanoia (Livorno: Sillabe, 1999).
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development of astrological literature in various humanistic and intellectual circles in Italy. The
Italian poet and astrologer Lorenzo Bonincontri from San Miniato played an important role in
popularising Manilius and his poem. Though Benedetto Soldati qualifies Bonincontri as ‘a
humanist of the second level’,31 the latter was a friend of many prominent thinkers of his time,
including Giovanni Pontano, Marsilio Ficino, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola. While in Naples, he
was involved in cultural movements at the court of Neapolitan kings. After moving to Florence,
Bonincontri, already recognised as an expert in Antiquity, ancient poetry and literature, met
Marsilio Ficino and Angelo Poliziano.32 In the second half of the 1470s, Bonincontri taught the
Astronomica at the Studio Fiorentino and left his commentary on Manilius’ astrological
masterpiece.33 It is worth noting that, apart from the Astronomica, in several cases, Bonincantri
referred to the Mathesis of Firmicus Maternus trying to expand the use of various astrological
ideas. It is also important that due to Bonincontri’s initiative, astrology was integrated into the
education process, not as a part of the quadrivium, but within humanist scholarship. Thereafter,
Bonincontri wrote his masterpiece De rebus coelestibus – an astrological poem in the style of
ancient prototypes.34 Several years later, Bonincontri’s friend and colleague Giovanni Pontano
would write a text with the same title, though this time in prose.
However, until the twelfth century, elements of ancient Greek and Roman heritage in
astrology played a secondary role. Despite the significance of the texts by Firmicus and Manilius,
especially in the Renaissance, Western medieval astrology was formed first of all under the

31

Benedetto Soldati, La poesia astrologica nel Quattrocento. Ricerche e studi (Florence: Sansoni, 1906), p. 218.

32

Ibid., pp. 126–27.

33

Arthur Field, ‘Lorenzo Bonincontri and the First Public Lectures on Manilius (Florence, ca. 1475–1478)’,
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influence of the Islamic tradition. Within a large corpus of texts, distributed in Europe since the
twelfth century, several sources, both philosophical and astrological were of Greco-Roman origin.
In the twelfth century, a number of previously unknown manuscripts were translated in
Spain and Sicily.35 These manuscripts included writings of Arabic philosophers, scientists, and
astrologers, as well as works by ancient thinkers translated into Latin from Arabic. The main
rediscovered source was Aristotle. However, many texts circulated in the West under the name of
the Stagirite even if we know they were not written by Aristotle. This opened the door to the
legitimisation of occult sciences in medieval Europe. Astrologers adopted in their occult
speculation a distorted philosophy, which had almost nothing in common with ‘pure’
Aristotelianism. As Alain de Libera has shown, astrologers were able to capture the metaphysics
of Aristotle, which Arab thinkers had sought to adapt in a modified way, and then managed to
misinterpret the rest of Aristotle’s legacy. 36 Astrologers created a phantom of Aristotelianism
because along with the corpus of his original texts, including Physics, De caelo and Meteorologica,
three-quarters of the writings attributed at the time to Aristotle were not by him. The most
important texts of this list were the Liber de causis and the Secretum Secretorum, both very popular
in the Middle Ages in the West. Thus, through these translations, mainly of Pseudo-Aristotelian
texts, astrologers legitimised their discipline.

35

The literature on the transmission of Islamic knowledge to the West is immense. The classical study is: Charles

Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1927). For the history
of astrological and magical texts see: David Pingree, ‘The Diffusion of Arabic Magical Texts in Western Europe’, in
La diffusione delle scienze islamiche nel Medio evo europeo, ed. Biancamaria Scarcia Amoretti (Rome: Accademia
dei Lincei, 1987), pp. 57–98; Charles Burnett, Magic and Divination in the Middle Ages: Texts and Techniques in the
Islamic and Christian Worlds (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1996); Marie-Thérèse D’Alverny, La connaissance de l'Islam dans
l'occident médiéval, ed. Charles Burnett (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1994); Hübner, ‘The Culture of Astrology from Ancient
to Renaissance’, pp. 17–58; Liana Saif, The Arabic Influences on Early Modern Philosophy (Basingstoke; New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2015).
36

Alain de Libera, Penser au Moyen Age (Paris: Le Seuil, 1991), pp. 253–62.

19

The Liber de causis was originally compiled in Arabic rather than in Greek. Its original
title was The Book of Aristotle’s Interpretation of Pure Good. In the twelfth century, one of the
greatest medieval translators Gerard of Cremona translated it into Latin under the title Liber de
causis. The latter is currently regarded as a compilation of Proclus’ Elements of Theology.
Similarities between these two texts were revealed in the thirteenth century when William of
Moerbeke translated Proclus’ Elements for Saint Thomas Aquinas. However, medieval
philosophers did not reconsider the authorship of the Liber de causis even despite multiple
disagreements with other texts of Aristotle. During the Middle Ages, as well as in the Renaissance,
the Liber de causis was unequivocally attributed to Aristotle, and therefore had a great impact on
scholastic philosophy.37 A similar effect was produced by another pseudo-Aristotelian treatise, the
Theologia Aristotelis – a compilation from the Arabic translation of Plotinus, which was not
translated into Latin until the sixteenth century and known through al-Kindi and Avicenna.38
Devoted not specifically to astrology, they contributed to the transmission of Neoplatonic
doctrines under the name of Aristotle.
The origin of the Secretum Secretorum is still unknown. The Greek original is not extant,
although there are some indications that the Secretum was first translated from Greek into Syriac,
and only then into Arabic. In the twelfth century, the Secretum was translated into Latin twice, by
John of Seville and Philip of Tripoli. It was widespread in the Middle Ages (several hundred
manuscripts have survived). The Secretum was considered as an important compendium of
principal occult sciences. Its anonymous author even included in it the letter allegedly written by
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Aristotle himself and addressed to his pupil Alexander the Great. Hence, it is not surprising that
the Secretum played a crucial role in the formation of medieval literary tradition related to the life
and deeds of Alexander the Great. At the same time, this influential apocryphal letter legitimised
the rest of the treatise, including its magical content.39
Alongside these spurious Aristotelian works, many other texts translated into Latin during
that period influenced the dissemination of astrological ideas in the medieval West. Particularly
important are Ptolemy’s writings. While in the Almagest Ptolemy laid the basis of his geocentric
system,40 two other texts influenced the astrological discussions from the Middle Ages onwards:
the Quadripartitum, also known as Tetrabiblos, translated by Plato of Tivoli in the twelfth
century,41 and the Centiloquium.42
Along with the texts mentioned above, it is important to pay attention to the principal
Islamic astrological authors: al-Kindi and his disciple Abu Ma’shar. Though we do not know much
about the extent of al-Kindi’s astrological treatises, his most important text on the subject, the De
radiis stellarum, has come down to us, albeit only in the Latin translation of the twelfth century. 43
In this treatise, al-Kindi focused on a philosophical, primarily Neoplatonic, interpretation of rays
as ‘transmitters’ of celestial influences upon the sublunary world. The very question of visible rays
was closely related to optics. Along with the De radiis stellarum, two other treatises by al-Kindi,
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the De aspectibus and the De gradibus, were an important contribution to optics.44 Over the
centuries, both texts remained known only in Latin translations; the Arabic original of the De
gradibus was only discovered in the State Library of Munich in the early twentieth century. 45
The texts of Abu Ma’shar, known in the West as Albumazar, were the earliest astrological
‘manuals’ of any importance in medieval Europe. The first episode of their reception is related to
the activity of Adelard of Bath, who translated into Latin Abu Ma’shar’s Short Introduction in
1120.46 This epitome might be regarded as the preface to Abu Ma’shar’s fundamental Great
Introduction to Astrology, translated in the twelfth century twice: by Hermann of Carinthia and by
John of Seville.47 Another treatise of Abu Ma’shar, On Great Conjunctions, informed his European
readers about new astrological techniques; they would be extensively discussed in subsequent
astrological writings. As for the translation of the De magnis conjunctionibus, we do not know
much about the translator. The only evidence is that he worked in the circle of John of Seville and
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apparently belonged to the same group of translators from Toledo.48 In any case, this large corpus
of astrological texts formed the basis for astrological speculation in medieval Europe. Those who
followed al-Kindi, Abu Ma’shar, and others, did not limit themselves to the reception only but
tried their best to deepen the occult knowledge in their writings.
Most medieval astrologers worked at the courts of kings and other rulers and drawing up
their horoscopes. The astrological knowledge was quite widespread in the late Middle Ages, as is
shown by a significant number of manuscripts of astrological writings. Astrology and astrological
texts were taught in medieval universities as a part of the quadrivium. 49 Hence, from the fourteenth
century onwards, astrology belonged to the same group as philosophy, medicine, and even
theology, and was a substantial part of medieval intellectual culture. Its status was not reduced to
superstition, as it is often perceived nowadays. Although there was always much suspicion on the
part of the Church and over-reliance on astrology was always condemned, it was considered a
science. This also explains why there was the distinction between divinatory astrology, seen with
suspicion, and a more ‘natural’ astrology, which was close to natural philosophy. Studying the
latter form of astrology was extremely prestigious. Not surprisingly, many prominent scholars of
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, including Albertus Magnus, Roger Bacon, Pierre d’Ailly,
and Pietro d’Abano (to name but a few), placed astrology within the scope of their intellectual
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investigations. Certain astrological techniques were adapted in medicine and attracted the interest
of such leading physicians of the Middle Ages as Arnau of Villanova. 50
Thus, in the thirteenth century, two principal approaches to the reception of astrology could
be discerned. On the one hand, astrological studies were frequently used to prove certain Christian
dogmas.51 Albertus Magnus and Roger Bacon sought to legitimise astrology in their writings,
while the influential cardinal Pierre d’Ailly compiled several treatises to confirm the compatibility
of astrology with Church history and theology. 52 Thus, astrology, not unlike philosophy, was
actually regarded as a suitable ‘handmaid’ of theology.
Nevertheless, many theologians categorically denied the value of astrological speculation.
The most influential adversary to astrology was Thomas Aquinas, who opposed it from both
theological and philosophical points of view. However, Thomas Aquinas did not deny that the
stars could influence the terrestrial world through natural effects. 53 An important attack on
astrology and related magical speculations was launched in the famous Paris condemnation of
1277.54 Though the bishop Etienne Tempier’s decree was directed against the magistri artium of
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the circle of Siger of Brabant, sometimes called the ‘Latin Averroists’, magic and astrology were
explicitly mentioned in the condemnation. Etienne Tempier denied the possibility of an alternative
philosophical interpretation of theological questions, which had been introduced in the University
of Paris through the reading of Aristotle and his commentators. Several decrees with the refutation
of Aristotle at the University had not succeeded to undermine the new philosophical movement at
the Faculty of Arts, and Tempier had to propose a more radical decision. As the corpus of
Aristotelian texts included the spurious magical texts mentioned above, astrology was also under
attack. But even such a decree could not stop the dissemination of a philosophical interpretation
of the universe. Thus, astrology got its second form in medieval thought: it was considered as an
important part of an alternative, i. e. philosophical, mode of cognising the nature and the
universe.55
The fascination for astrology continued in the Renaissance. Almost no one among the most
famous Renaissance rulers renounced the desire to know the future of his own or of his state.
Astrologers surrounded the family of Montefeltro, including its most significant member Federico
da Montefeltro.56 In Ferrara, astrology was among the most prestigious disciplines at the court of
the d’Este family and left its marks not only in literature but also in several paintings and
manuscripts – the examples include Salone dei Mesi at the Palazzo Schifanoia and the De sphaera
Estense.57 Astrological calculations were used also in Renaissance Florence, specifically in some
rituals and civil ceremonies. The tradition to arrange feasts according to stars was observed also
during the Medici era, which to an extent contradicts the prevalent image of the enlightened
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family.58 In her recent study, Monica Azzolini has shown the importance of astrology in politics
at the Milanese court.59 Finally, even popes turned to the astrologers’ services and were interested
in this field of knowledge.60
Though many influential patrons supported occult studies, astrology also faced some
opposition. One important opposing force was early humanism (also known as ‘civic
humanism),’61 that enriched European culture with a renewed knowledge of Latin and Greek. Most
of them were not involved in astrological controversies and focused more on political, rhetorical
or philological investigations, although there are some examples of astrological or, more exactly,
anti-astrological polemics. In 1396, Coluccio Salutati started working on his De fato et fortuna,
which was probably completed in 1399.62 In the De fato et fortuna, Salutati explored the concepts
of fate and necessity in their relation to astrology. At that moment, Salutati was not familiar with
the Platonic corpus and the more recent commentaries on Aristotle, so his arguments were mostly
based on Thomas Aquinas, Augustine, and a ‘Christianised’ reading of Aristotle and Stoic
philosophical texts. Salutati established a distinction between astrological necessity and divine
predestination. According to him, all effects, traditionally perceived as accidental or fateful,
actually originate in the ‘absolute necessity’, that is, in God and divine predestination. Moreover,
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such ‘absolute necessity’ does not contradict human free will. The distinctions between divine
predestination and astrological necessity and between free will and divine thus placed Salutati’s
arguments within a long theological tradition, which goes back to Augustine’s De civitate Dei.
Until the second half of the fifteenth century, astrologers remained faithful to the Islamic
and Western medieval tradition. After the rediscovery of several ancient sources, some authors
attempted to relate the new knowledge to the medieval tradition. In the second half of the fifteenth
century, Marsilio Ficino significantly enlarged the astrological discourse with new sources, which
he ascribed to the prisca theologia tradition.
Much has been written on the prisca theologia and its impact on Italian Renaissance
scholars. The pioneering studies by Charles Schmitt, Cesare Vasoli, D. P. Walker and more
recently Amos Edelheit have shed light on the place of prisca theologia in Renaissance philosophy
including Marsilio Ficino’s and Giovanni Pico’s thought. 63 The prisca theologia concept, the
doctrine that claims that a single, true, wisdom was transmitted over times through various ancient
theologians, spreading from Egypt and Persia to Greece and Rome, owes its success in the West
to Georgius Gemistus, also known as Plethon. He was among the most successful Byzantine
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émigrés.64 In his fundamental treatise, the Book of the Laws, Plethon insisted on the restoration of
the cult of the ancient Greek gods. 65 As a result, he focused on the chronology of the pagan period
of prisca theologia, particularly on the legacy of Zoroaster and other prisci theologi. During the
Council of Florence, he attracted the attention of many prominent thinkers and humanists.
According to the idealized account, described in Ficino’s commentary on Plotinus, it was Plethon
who had advised Cosimo de’ Medici to restore the Platonic Academy in Florence. 66 Though the
authenticity of the legend and the existence of the Platonic Academy in Florence are subject to
dispute by modern scholars, the passage clearly indicates that Plethon influenced Italian humanists
and philosophers, and that this influence had an impact on the younger generation. Marsilio Ficino
studied Plethon’s works in a manuscript now kept in the Riccardiana Library in Florence.67 The
most important difference between Plethon and Ficino is that Ficino’s interpretation of prisca
theologia is supplemented by a direct knowledge of Plethon’s sources, and that it includes
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Christian elements. Ficino also intended to prove the transformation of ‘ancient theology’ into
Christianity.
Marsilio Ficino claims in the introduction to his De religione christiana that divine
knowledge is often found in people who have little in common with Christianity. 68 According to
Ficino, the ideas expressed by such prominent prisci theologi as Zoroaster,69 Hermes Trismegistus,
Orpheus,70 Aglaophemus and Pythagoras71 are in complete agreement. Ficino ascribed to Plato,
whose writings he believed contained a full description of the whole prisca theologia doctrine, the
central position of ‘mediator’ between pagan Antiquity and Christian theology. Ficino asserts that
after the advent of Christianity, Platonic mysteries, the meaning of which had been unclear to his
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followers, along with the mysteries of other prisci theologi, were illuminated through the Christian
revelation.72
Ficino insists that most prisci theologi, including the most significant one, Plato, were
rediscovered by Christians, after not being properly understood during their lifetimes and
completely forgotten after their death. His intention was to revive the legacy of prisci theologi and
supplement it with Christian teaching. Given that most of these texts abound in magical elements,
it opened the door to magical speculation in Ficino’s and his contemporaries’ thought. Thus, when
exploring celestial influences upon the terrestrial world Ficino generally combined traditional
medieval astrological texts with new, mainly Neoplatonic, sources.73 This novel reading of
astrology formed the basis for late fifteenth-century disputes on the status of astrology. The prisca
theologia concept in its relation with astrology and magic can be observed throughout the entire
body of Ficino’s writings. His younger contemporary, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, became the
most important recipient of the Ficinian doctrine by enriching it with new Kabbalistic sources. At
the first stage of his itinéraire philosophique, Pico’s astrological views were highly influenced by
the prisca doctrine concept. Later, as we will see in Part II of this thesis, his position towards
astrology and the doctrine in question changed. This research will show the evolution of Pico’s
views with regard to astrology in his writings.

Literature Review

This thesis offers the first comprehensive analysis of Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes. By
providing a textual reading of the treatise, it provides some new answers to the role of astrology
in Pico’s thought. This is a delicate problem that has not been satistactorily solved in previous
modern scholarship: Pico seems to endorse astrology in some of his earlier writings and to reject
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it in the Disputationes. Modern scholars have been trying to explain this as the result of an
evolution of Pico’s thought, but, as this thesis will demonstrate, this explanation is not sufficient
to understand what Pico tried to do in the Disputationes. By adopting a new approach, which
includes a close analysis of the text and compares it with Pico’s earlier writings, I will show that
Pico’s method in the Disputationes is exactly the same as the one he develops in his De ente et
uno, where he tries to ‘purify’ the thought of Plato and Aristotle from the interpretation of their
successors. In Pico’s opinion, just as medieval philosophers had distorted Aristotle, the
Neoplatonists had corrupted the thought of Plato. By focusing on the method Pico applied in the
Disputationes, my research underlines the continuity rather than the rupture in Pico’s thought. It
also suggests that Pico was particularly preoccupied with trying to put some order into a tradition
that had become corrupted over centuries of misinterpretation. Another important aspect of my
thesis is to show Pico’s natural philosophical arguments against astrology. I argue that in proving
that astrology has no natural philosophical grounds, probably under the influence of Iamblichus’
De mysteriis Aegyptiorum and Marsilio Ficino’s commentary on Iamblichus’ treatise, Pico
proposed a compromise between the Platonic and Aristotelian theories of celestial light.
Finally, the thesis analyses the reception of Pico’s anti-astrological treatise in the contexts
that have not been sufficiently studied before. The legacy of some of the central figures of this
thesis has not been studied in depth. Marsilio Ficino and Giovanni Pico della Mirandola have
attracted far more attention over the years, while Lucio Bellanti or Gianfrancesco Pico della
Mirandola traditionally remain on the backstage of the Renaissance intellectual history. This has
caused an imbalance in our knowledge about the astrological controversies in the late fifteenth and
early sixteenth centuries. In the thesis, I intend to present an analysis of the Disputationes, as well
as an overview of the reception of Giovanni Pico’s critique of astrology, taking into consideration
its philosophical and cultural context.
The following section concerns various approaches to the astrological debates in the late
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries in Italy. Most of the studies mentioned below are important
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for our understanding of this phenomenon. However, none of these studies provided a
comprehensive and detailed analysis of the Disputationes, but focused instead on a few passages,
nor did they attempt to envisage the Disputationes from a methodological perspective, that is to
explore how Pico used, selected and manipulated the ancient and medieval sources he had access
to, and to what purpose. As we will see, my approach consists precisely in identifying Pico’s
sources and analysing how he used them and why. By showing the presence of clear similarities
between the method in the Disputationes and his previous writings, especially the De ente et uno,
I argue that the Disputationes was the result of Pico’s attempt to put some order into a tradition
that had become multiform rather than a one-sided attack against astrology motivated by a need to
conform to Christian orthodoxy.
There are two main methodological approaches regarding the question of Renaissance
astrology, both of which, in my opinion, have to be reconsidered. First, some scholars are evidently
fascinated with astrological speculation, and their studies may be regarded as an attempt to relegitimise astrology in contemporary society. Such an approach contradicts the very essence of
historical and, more generally, scientific investigation as an example of ‘false subjectivity’ (to use
Paul Ricoeur’s term).
Secondly, as early as 1955 Lynn Thorndike published a short, but fundamental article on
the place of astrology in the history of science. He insisted that astrology gave rise to the
development of astronomy. This was also the central point of Thorndike’s monumental History of
Magic and Experimental Science.74 Although Thorndike and his followers contributed to the
recognition that astrology played a central role in the history of science, their approach somewhat
distorts the significance of astrological speculation in the Middle Ages and in the Renaissance, in
that astrology and magic are presented as a proto-scientific set of speculations, and thus considered
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only as superstitious adumbrations of more scientific methods and the scientific revolution. As a
result, the views of medieval and Renaissance authors, who devoted their works to astrology, have
been presented in a somewhat ‘progressist’ manner, while the medieval authors’ motivations for
learning, using or, on the contrary, rejecting astrology, have remained largely neglected. Yet a
quick glance at authors and texts such as Roger Bacon, Pierre d’Ailly, Tycho Brahe indicates that
their views cannot be limited to such a ‘progressist’ cultural outlook.
The first valuable study on astrological disputes in Renaissance Italy was a book by the
Italian scholar Benedetto Soldati published in Florence in 1906.75 Soldati is the first to have studied
Giovanni Pontano’s astrological works, rather than his poetry, and is the first to have shown
Pontano’s indebtedness to ancient and medieval texts such as Manilius’ Astronomica and
Phaenomena of Aratus of Soli, both widespread and influential during that period, and Pietro
d’Abano. Among Pontano’s predecessors in the Renaissance, he singled out two astrological poets,
Basinio of Parma and Lorenzo Bonincontri.
In this context, Soldati devotes a section to Giovanni Pico, arguing that Pico’s
Disputationes were the result of a spiritual conversion linked to the advent of Savonarola. Soldati’s
reading, from which my own analysis of the text greatly differs, was to determine all subsequent
studies on the question and was strongly influenced by Pico’s nephew’s idealised account of his
uncle’s progressive distancing from Neoplatonism and endorsement of Christianity as the sole
valid source for knowledge. Yet Soldati’s account is based on a number of factual errors: for
instance, he was not familiar with Giovanni Pico’s strong interest in Biblical studies before
Savonarola’s arrival into Florence.
In 1937, the Italian scholar Eugenio Garin completed his monograph Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola: vita e dottrina.76 Garin insists that during his whole life Giovanni Pico remained a
strong opponent of astrology, although at an early stage of his activity he recognised the
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importance of the Kabbalah, which was closely related to astrology. Garin explains the term vera
astrologia, used in Giovanni Pico’s 900 Conclusiones, as astronomy, which has nothing in
common with astrology. Following Cassirer, Garin highlights the anthropological motivations in
Pico’s attack on astrology, especially the problem of free will and the determination of human
destiny, neither of which contradict the doctrine of magia naturalis. Moreover, he supposes that
the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem must be regarded as one of the first
significant attempts to reconsider ancient astronomical notions.
In his subsequent studies, including an article on magic and astrology in the Renaissance
culture and a monograph entitled Lo zodiaco della vita. La polemica sull’astrologia dal Trecento
al Cinquecento,77 Garin considers the Disputationes in a wider context. He identifies the humanist,
medical and philosophical background of the anti-astrological polemics of the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries and indicates the ways in which Marsilio Ficino’s and Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola’s legacy influenced the debates on magic and astrology in the Cinquecento. In Lo
zodiaco della vita, Garin explores the development of Renaissance culture through the gradual
change of the status of astrology. According to him, Ficino and Giovanni Pico had transformed
the status of the magician, as a enlightened philosopher who had received the high mission to
apprehend and control celestial influences, and use them for the benefit of the terrestrial world.
Garin supposes that such an interpretation of magus as a vinculum mundi in the Oratio de hominis
dignitate opened the door to a new understanding of magic and astrology. From that moment on,
Giovanni Pico, in Garin’s opinion, rejected the prohibited ‘black’ elements of magical and
astrological speculation and insisted that they had to be used within natural philosophy.
Garin was the first scholar who acknowledged the philosophical significance of astrology
in the works of Giovanni Pico. His conclusion is that Giovanni Pico did not change his mind on
the status of astrology, refusing to recognise its importance during his whole life and opposing it
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to the ‘real’ astrology, i. e. astronomy. Thus, for Garin, Pico distinguished two types of astrology
and accepted its licit, ‘astronomical’ form and completely rejected predictions. Two British
scholars, D. P. Walker and Frances Yates, both from the Warburg Institute, were of the same
opinion about Giovanni Pico’s constancy, though they tried to prove just the contrary: that he was
a staunch supporter of astrology as a legitimate form of predictions. Both scholars presented a
large-scale analysis of the context of astrological and magical debates in the Renaissance. 78
The approach of the two scholars from the Warburg Institute gave rise to the concept that
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, in general, reproduced Ficino’s doctrine of natural magic, while
his influence on the magic of his time was limited to some borrowings from the Kabbalah. Thus,
in his short article on Marsilio Ficino and astrology published in 1986, Walker presumes that even
Giovanni Pico’s attack on astrology in the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem was
conditioned by a Ficinian text with an almost identical title, the Disputatio contra iudicium
astrologorum.79
The studies of Thorndike, Garin and Walker–Yates, dealing with astrology and astrological
controversies in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, have formed three main approaches to the
problem. Depending on the approach chosen, scholars concentrate on the links between astrology
and science, on astrology within the humanistic culture, or on the magical tradition of the
Renaissance.
The studies by the American scholar Charles Trinkaus and some of his pupils perfectly fit
the second part of this scheme. In 1970, Trinkaus published his monumental book on humanity
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and divinity in Italian humanist thought,80 and subsequently developed some aspects of the book
in several articles.81 Trinkaus interprets the astrological texts of Marsilio Ficino, Giovanni Pico,
and Giovanni Pontano in accordance with his view of Renaissance culture. According to him, all
these figures were interested in astrology, but nonetheless defended the idea of free will in their
doctrines. Trinkaus’ aim was to make these thinkers fit into an idealised vision of Renaissance
culture, which he saw was dominated to the centrality of man and the celebration of his freedom
from the chains of medieval obscurantism. In doing so, Trinkaus largely ignored important
medieval sources on human free and the role they played in Renaissance discussions on
philosophy, theology and astrology. Despite the shortcomings of Trinkaus’ approach, some of his
ideas have been supported by more recent studies. For instance, Melissa Bullard has dealt with the
evolution of Ficino’s astrological views from his earlier texts on the subject until the De vita, the
De Sole and the De lumine.82 Bullard claims that during at least fifteen years Ficino’s views
modified; but the most significant element of his doctrine, namely the compatibility of astrology
with free will, remained unchanged. Bullard does not work through other aspects of Ficino’s
thought during that period and seems to overlook the fact that Ficinian astrology cannot be
separated from the rest of his legacy.
The year 1972 saw the publication of Wayne Shumaker’s book on the occult sciences in
the Renaissance, which provided an overview of major magical or occult conceptions in early
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modern Europe.83 Following Walker and Yates, he defined several areas of occult knowledge,
which had become extremely popular in the Renaissance, and sought to show their development
and transformations. He repeated Thorndike’s idea on Renaissance magic and astrology as
forerunners of the so-called scientific revolution. But he limited himself to a general summary of
the conclusions made by his predecessors.
In the 1970s, following the works of Eugenio Garin, a renewed interest in Renaissance
astrology and magic occurred in Italy. The most important contribution was that of Paola Zambelli,
who focused on the problem of the duality of magic in the Renaissance and its development during
the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Among her articles and books on the subject, the
publication of 1974 is especially important. Two books, one in Italian, another in English, have
summarised the results of her research.84 In these monographs, Zambelli sought to represent an
overview of magical speculation in the Renaissance, especially pointing out the dichotomy
between ‘black’ and ‘white’ forms of magic. She confirmed the innovative character of Ficinian
doctrine of natural magic and explored Giovanni Pico’s influence on several Renaissance
proponents and adversaries of astrology. 85 Her study on Giovanni Pico’s Lullism in the 900
Conclusiones and its aftermath has opened a new field for original research.86
Since the beginning of the 1980s, the American scholar Brian Copenhaver has published
several articles on the Renaissance magic. His thesis was on the reception of Italian magical
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doctrines in France87; then he switched over from Symphorien Champier and Jacques Lefèvre
d’Étaples to Marsilio Ficino and Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, the Renaissance hermetism, and
Kabbalah.88 His new translation of the Corpus Hermeticum is also worth noting.89
Copenhaver’s main methodological approach is conditioned by his intention to disprove
several ‘stereotypes’ related to the Renaissance magic. Opposing the obsolete views of Ficinian
natural magic and/or Piconian Kabbalistic magic, Copenhaver severely criticises Frances Yates’
contention that astrology and magic were linked to the Renaissance revival of Hermetism. He
shows that Ficinian doctrine was strongly influenced by the Neoplatonic tradition, especially
Iamblichus, and included medieval, scholastic elements. As for Giovanni Pico, Copenhaver has
criticised the ‘humanistic’ reading of the Oratio emphasising that De hominis dignitate was added
to the title later, after Giovanni Pico’s death. He argues that in his most famous text Pico did not
have in mind to praise human creativity, but focused on a new, that is Kabbalistic, interpretation
of magic.90
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Another approach deals with comparative studies of prominent Renaissance figures, such
as in the thesis of the American scholar Sheila Rabin.91 Rabin studies and compares the astrological
views of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and Johann Kepler. Kepler was familiar with Giovanni
Pico’s text, commented on it and opposed some of Pico’s anti-astrological conclusions. The link
between Pico and Kepler forms the methodological basis for Rabin’s research. In the section on
Giovanni Pico, she states that his attitude towards astrology was dual. On the one hand, his
position, especially in his early writings, was close to Ficino’s doctrine of natural magic. On the
other hand, he obviously opposed judicial astrology in the Disputationes. She repeated most of her
conclusions in a paper published in 2008.92
In his article published in 1992, Brian Vickers focuses on scientific and philosophical bases
of the Renaissance rejection of astrology. 93 His analysis of Giovanni Pico’s views is concise, but,
as opposed to his colleagues, Vickers works through philosophical categories. He shows that
interpreting such notions as light, heat, and motion, Giovanni Pico shifted from Neoplatonism to
Aristotelianism. However, Vickers does not mention at all the use of these philosophical concepts
in Giovanni Pico’s earlier works. His important contribution includes also the very first, still rather
superficial, analysis of Giovanni Pico’s critique of astrological techniques, which takes more than
a half of the text of Disputationes. Vickers convincingly shows that Giovanni Pico’s main method
to disprove astrology and its practice was to show disagreements between different texts and
authors touching upon same subjects. He also adds that Giovanni Pico did not limit himself to
judicial astrology, but his objective was to reject astrology completely, in all its forms.
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Ornella Pompeo Faracovi, the author of the foundational study on Western astrology, 94
assumes that in the Disputationes adversus astrologiam Giovanni Pico completely modified his
arguments on celestial influence. This radical change of physical arguments, in her opinion, reveals
Giovanni Pico’s disappointment with Kabbalistic, hermetic and Neoplatonic studies of his youth.
Pompeo Faracovi argues that Savonarola, through his impact on Giovanni Pico and his Florentine
milieu, might provoke such a shift from occult knowledge to traditional authorities.
Studies by Brian Vickers and Ornella Pompeo Faracovi on the Aristotelian orientation and
physical arguments in Giovanni Pico’s treatise aroused a particular interest in the field of
Renaissance philosophy, and astrology and magic. Thus, in his book on astrology and reception of
the Disputationes at Leuven, Steven vanden Broecke supported the ideas of his colleagues, 95 while
Sheila Rabin did the same in the article mentioned above. Pompeo Faracovi contributed also to the
history of the reception of Piconian treatise after 1496. Unlike Thorndike, who as was noted above,
just listed supporters and opponents of Giovanni Pico without going into detail, Pompeo Faracovi
dedicated several essays to the subject. She wrote an important article on Bellanti’s and Pontano’s
responses to Giovanni Pico, in which she explored, for the first time, the essence of their arguments
against Piconian attack on astrology.96
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It is necessary to mention the thesis and several articles by Darrel Rutkin. 97 An obvious
merit of Rutkin’s research is that he extensively examined the medieval, both European and
Islamic, tradition of astrology, which Giovanni Pico dealt with in the Disputationes. This led
Rutkin to identify the medieval background of scientia naturalis and elements of natural magic in
scholastic philosophy. His main argument is that the traditional boundaries of the ‘scientific
revolution’ have to be reconsidered, as medieval magic and astrology played a crucial role in the
development of scientific methods in early modern Europe. In that context, he shows that at the
early stage of his intellectual activity Giovanni Pico endorsed astrological speculation and
connected it with Kabbalah within the doctrine of scientia naturalis, but then changed his mind.
Rutkin argues that the main reason for this was the publication of Ficino’s De vita libri tres, which
caused, in Rutkin’s words, the third Ficino–Pico controversy. According to Rutkin, Giovanni
Pico’s re-orientation towards Aristotle’s physical model may be considered as an answer to the
Ficinian doctrine of animated spheres and direct celestial influences on the terrestrial world.
Though Rutkin’s analysis of Giovanni Pico’s text is rather interesting, he has overlooked some of
Giovanni Pico’s texts, including the Expositiones in Psalmos, as well as some Ficinian treatises
including the De Sole, the De lumine, and several commentaries published after 1489, i. e. in the
wake of the astrological arguments of the De vita. Finally, Rutkin’s research is generally limited
to the third book of the Disputationes, while other aspects of astrological polemics have remained
in shadow.
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Robert Westman’s monograph is also of considerable importance.98 In recent years, the
number of studies on Nicolaus Copernicus has increased. Among them, worth mentioning is also
the book of Andre Goddu, who refers to Westman as one of his teachers.99 Unlike Goddu, whose
interest lies above all in the philosophical grounds of Copernicus’ activity, Westman focuses more
specifically on the astrological and astronomical basis of the Copernican revolution. In his
monograph, he considers one of Copernicus’ possible predecessors to be Giovanni Pico, whose
Disputationes was published in 1496 in Bologna, a year before Copernicus came to that city.
Westman argues that Giovanni Pico questioned the usual stereotypes concerning astrology and
therefore encouraged others to revise the celestial architecture. Westman’s arguments on
Copernicus’ astronomical background have been widely disputed in secondary literature. As for
the Disputationes, his analysis mostly concerns the technical aspects of the astrological polemics,
such as the number of celestial spheres and related questions, which, in fact, were all but
overlooked by earlier scholarship. As his study has another objective, Westman omits other aspects
of astrological controversies. Among Giovanni Pico’s opponents, he cites only Lucio Bellanti.
In recent years, several collections of essays on the subject were also published. 100 Some
articles from these volumes have been mentioned above. In most cases, however, the authors have
summarised the results of their or their colleagues’ research. Such encyclopedic contributions are
useful to understand the current condition of the Renaissance astrology studies. At the same time,
in general, they do not improve our knowledge of the problem.
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Within these main research approaches, the question of astrological controversies in the
late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries has been put into large historical and scientific contexts.
The legacy of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and his followers has been often considered from
two different standpoints. On the one hand, it has been regarded as an episode, however important,
in the history of the Renaissance culture, astrology, and science. On the other hand, scholars have
focused exclusively on the texts of particular authors, without exploring their motivations and
cultural interests; as a result, the intention of the Renaissance writers on astrological matters often
remain unclear. Meanwhile, the question of intentionality, as it has been described in
phenomenology, seems to be critical for understanding the essence of astrological controversies
in that period.
My research is based on two related methodological approaches to the text. It is not possible
to bypass the phenomenological grounds of the astrological disputes. They cannot be studied in
isolation from the religious crisis, philosophical innovations, and the problems of mentality on the
eve of the Reformation. This point of view has determined the chronology of the study: after 1517,
astrology developed in a completely different cultural environment, with another philosophical
and religious agenda.
On the other hand, the phenomenological approach has to be applied along with
hermeneutics. It is important to take into consideration the hermeneutical maxim that ‘language is
a man’. The French philosopher Paul Ricoeur states that history in general or the history of
philosophy are far from being considered a science.101 Ludwig Wittgenstein proved this by
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analysing the very language applied to the humanities.102 At the same time, Ricoeur recognised
that exploring intentionality by means of both phenomenology and hermeneutics is the only way
to a ‘good subjectivity’, which is, according to him, the closest possible approaching to the object
of the research. The object of the analysis is no longer the text as such, but its author. In that case,
the text captures the intentions of its author in a form that is accessible for further comprehension.
This notion regarding the method of research in the humanities is especially important in
determining the central goal of my thesis. Along with re-creating various contexts, it is crucial to
understand the motivation of the Renaissance authors observing their thought in its changes and
progress. Looking for the first time at the Disputationes in its entirety and in its relation to other
texts written at the same time will allow to reconstruct the essence of the astrological debates in
the fifteenth and early sixteenth century. Thus, I intend to investigate these controversies not in
the context of subsequent scientific discoveries but in their own right.
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Part I
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and Astrology (1486–1493):
From Scientia Naturalis to the Criticism of Predictions
Introduction

The development of the astrological ideas of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola still remains
one of the most intriguing aspects of his legacy. Though Pico only analysed astrology in his last
philosophical treatise, the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem (1493–94),103 his
views on the subject can be found in nearly all his texts. Pico’s comments on astrology in his
earlier works and the development of his astrological views since 1486 until 1493 have been
extensively studied, but modern scholars have failed to provide a convincing explanation to the
apparent paradoxes within Pico’s work. It seems that Pico endorsed astrology in some of his
writings and condemned it in others. Most of Pico’s works were incomplete by the time of his
death, and subsequently published by his nephew, who promoted his own intellectual agenda by
constructing an idealised and somewhat distorted representation of his uncle’s figure. Thus, it is
hard to reconstruct the development of Pico’s intellectual career. The present chapter’s main task
is to show the evolution of Pico’s philosophical outlook from 1486 to 1493, the year when he
started writing the Disputationes. The particular issue of Giovanni Pico’s astrological views
illustrates the development of his itinéraire philosophique, which started with an early interest in
Neoplatonic writings and ambitious theological projects and ended with his later Biblical
commentaries. This chapter argues that Pico’s attack on astrology in the Disputationes was
influenced not only by Girolamo Savonarola, who appeared in Florence thanks to Pico in 1490104
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but also determined by a set of philosophical reasons. I demonstrate that around 1490, as he
attempted to combine Aristotelian physics and Neoplatonic doctrine of light, Giovanni Pico found
himself in a difficult position, which would later cause him to revise his natural philosophical
views in the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem.
Pico obtained an exceptional fame during his life. His legendary expertise in almost all
philosophical and theological doctrines available in the Renaissance has caused some
misunderstanding in secondary literature. In the first half of the twentieth century, Pico was
associated with all philosophical schools he had been familiar with. Thus, Bruno Nardi and Avery
Dulles variously stressed the Averroistic and scholastic dimension of his work,105 whilst others
described Pico’s thought as syncretist, devoid of any original elements. 106 Besides, in several
scholarly studies, Pico was sometimes referred to as a proponent of a new philosophy and reformer
of Renaissance anthropology, 107 following Giovanni Gentile’s representation of Italian
Renaissance philosophy. These views on Pico’s philosophy were radically reconsidered first in
Eugenio Garin’s pioneering Giovanni Pico della Mirandola: vita e dottrina108 and then in Fernand
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Roulier’s Jean Pic de la Mirandole. Humaniste, philosophe, théologien.109 These fundamental
studies showed that Pico drew upon Kabbalistic, Hermetic, Neoplatonic and other sources to create
his own philosophical doctrine, which appreciably evolved from 1486 to 1494. Astrology was
apparently one of the most important elements of his legacy.
Giovanni was born in Mirandola to Francesco I, Count of Mirandola and Prince of
Concordia, and his wife Giulia, the daughter of Feltrino Boiardo, Count of Scandiano. Giulia’s
brother was the famous Renaissance poet Matteo Maria Boiardo. Mirandola remained at the centre
of political and military controversies of central Italian states, and Pico might have embarked on
the path of a military career following his father and brothers.110 His mother, however, destined
her younger son to an ecclesiastical career. At the age of ten, he was promoted to a papal
protonotary, and he was sent in 1477 to Bologna to study canon law.111 After his mother’s sudden
death, Pico neglected his ecclesiastical education and embarked on university studies, which lasted
around seven years.
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In 1479, Pico spent several months in Ferrara. It is quite probable that at the intellectually
thriving court of d’Este he made his first acquaintance with astrology. 112 The same year, the most
important Florentine intellectuals of the time, Ficino and Poliziano, probably made their
acquaintance with Pico, as attested by a letter written in 1482 in which Ficino mentions his first
meeting with Giovanni Pico.113 The letter does not provide sufficient evidence that Pico actually
met Ficino and Poliziano personally in Florence at that time, but it clearly suggests that by that
time Pico had acquired some reputation and prestige among prominent humanistic circles.
Between 1480 and 1482 Pico studied in Padua, which was a recognised centre of
Aristotelian philosophy, and this period was particularly important for his philosophical education.
Here he studied under the guidance of Elia del Medigo.114 Del Medigo’s Jewish origin have led
modern scholars to conclude that he became Pico’s first teacher of Hebrew and Kabbalistic
philosophy. The analysis of del Medigo’s philosophical writings, however, indicates that Del
Medigo’s primary focus was Aristotle, specifically in his Averroistic interpretation, rather than the
Kabbalah. It is, therefore, Peripatetic philosophy that Del Medigo taught Pico in the first instance,
even if he might well have introduced him to some preliminary knowledge of Hebrew. Following
his stay at Padua, Pico attended Georgius Merula’s course on rhetoric in Pavia; 115 after a short
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sojourn in Florence, he settled in Paris where he studied Parisian scholasticism, which
considerably influenced him.116 By 1485, when Pico returned to Italy, he believed he was already
familiar with all philosophical and theological doctrines of his time. Thus, from his very first steps,
Pico demonstrated his passion for knowledge along with a tendency to take into account the whole
variety of sources and philosophical traditions without limiting himself to particular ones. As we
will see, Pico’s omnivorous reading of sources and his idea that all philosophical and theological
schools could be reconciled can also be found in his attitude towards astrology.
In this chapter, I will deal with six of Pico’s treatises. Four are from the first period, that is
before and during his failed dispute in Rome in 1486. Pico wrote the Commento alla Canzona
d’amore di Girolamo Benivieni117 in Italian before arriving in Rome. The Conclusiones,118
together with the preface posthumously entitled Oratio de hominis dignitate,119 often referred to
as ‘the great Renaissance proclamation of a modern ideal of human dignity and freedom’,120 and
the Apologia121 formed a single project, the Roman dispute.122 Then I will turn to two exegetic
works of the second period, written in Florence, namely the Heptaplus (1489) where Pico
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attempted to comment on the Genesis by using the Hebrew Kabbalistic interpretation rather than
traditional exegesis,123 and fragments of Pico’s unfinished Commentaries on Psalms (1491–92),
collected from various manuscripts into one book and published in 1997 by Antonio Raspanti. 124
My focus will be to explore Pico’s treatment of astrological sources and ideas in these works.

The Commento alla Canzona d’amore

The Commento alla Canzona is Pico’s first attempt to interpret a love poem by his
colleague Girolamo Benivieni through the lens of the Neoplatonic tradition, which he had learned
through Ficino. Marginal annotations in various unpublished versions of the work, which were
erased from the printed version by Pico’s contemporaries, suggest that Pico had already formulated
a number of attacks against Ficino’s understanding of the Neoplatonic tradition. These attacks are
often referred to as the first Pico–Ficino controversy.125 Against his elder contemporary, Pico
created his own Neoplatonic system of the world, strongly inspired by astrological interpretations.
At the centre of mankind, Pico places God, the principle and cause of every divine being.126 Pico

123

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, ‘Heptaplus’, in De hominis dignitate, Heptaplus, De ente et uno e scritti vari, pp.

168–382. This text was first published by Garin in 1942. For the analysis of the Heptaplus see: Crofton Black, Pico’s
Heptaplus and Biblical Hermeneutics (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2006).
124

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Ioannis Pici Mirandulae expositiones in Psalmos, ed. Antonio Raspanti (Florence:

Olschki, 1997).
125

On Pico-Ficino controversies see: Michael J. B. Allen, ‘The Second Ficino-Pico Controversy: Parmenidean Poetry,

Eristic and the One’, in Marsilio Ficino e il ritorno di Platone, vol. 2, pp. 418–55; Maude Vanhaelen, ‘The PicoFicino Controversy: New Evidence in Ficino’s Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides’, Rinascimento, 49 (2009), 1–39;
Unn Aasdalen, ‘The First Pico-Ficino Controversy’, in Laus Platonici Philosophi. Marsilio Ficino and His Influence,
eds Stephen Clucas, Peter J. Forshaw and Valery Rees (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2011), pp. 67–88.
126

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Commento alla Canzona d’amore, I, III, p. 464: ‘Come e’ Platonici provono di

non si potere multiplicare, ma essere uno solo Dio principio e causa d’ogni altra divinità’.

50

underlines, against Ficino, the ancient theologians’ Creation (i. e. the one described by Hermes,
Zoroaster and the ‘Platonists’) as ‘the Son of God, the Wisdom, the Mind of God’, which had
nothing in common with the Christian Jesus. The first creation, also called the first intelligence in
its turn, had created the rational soul. 127 Warning against Ficino’s comparison between
Neoplatonic Creation and Jesus Christ, Pico also attacked Ficino’s interpretation of the creation of
the human soul.128 Thus, without rejecting Neoplatonism as such, Pico develops his own
understanding of Neoplatonism, which leads him to reject Ficino’s assimilation of Christian and
Neoplatonic doctrines of Creation.
In Pico’s doctrine, astrology is strongly related to three substances: as Pico claims, ancient
theologians attributed to God, to the First Intelligence, and to the World Soul the virtues of Caelus,
Saturn, and Jupiter respectively. 129 This structure corresponds to the traditional Neoplatonic triad.
Pico’s inclusion of Caelus in the triad may be explained by two reasons. First, he probably knew
the legend described in Cicero’s De natura deorum about Kronos (replaced by Saturn in Roman
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tradition) castrating his father Caelus (or Uranus), from whose genitals, as from semina rerum, 130
Venus (Aphrodite) was born.131 Moreover, in his Divinarum institutionum libri Lactantius referred
to Plotinus’ three divine hypostases Caelus (the First), Saturn (or Kronos, Intellect) and Jupiter
(Soul).132 In the Commento, however, only Saturn and Jupiter received astrological characteristics:
Pico follows the tradition and identifies Jupiter, as the rational soul, with positive influence upon
politicians and active people, while Saturn points towards meditative moods. 133 Moreover,
following the Neoplatonic tradition, Pico regarded the eight celestial spheres as animated
substances.134 This idea means that each planet has a character of its own, and Pico specifies that
Venus is situated near Mars to balance the destructive influence of her husband with her positive
energy; almost the same effect takes place between ‘positive’ Jupiter and ‘negative’ Saturn.135
130
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Pico also shows how the animated spheres operate. According to him, apart from the eight
spheres – the stars and the seven planets – there is a ninth (the rational soul) and a tenth sphere
(the immovable first intelligence), which govern the sublunar world. This structure allowed Pico
to combine classical astronomical techniques with the Neoplatonic triad, having placed the
immovable Neoplatonic God, Creator of the First Intelligence only, beyond physical and even
metaphysical reality. Pico uses ten spheres in his system.136 What is important for the purpose of
the present study is that in the later Disputationes, however, he did not express himself as a
supporter of any planetary doctrine (that is, the doctrine of eight, nine, or ten spheres) and even
cited contradictions among astrologers on this subject to show the incompatibility of astrology
with physical data and, consequently, the falsity of predictions as such. 137 But in the early
Commento, as a thinker leaning towards Neoplatonism, Pico explained that the divine light
penetrates everything and can be found everywhere, though he did not offer further explanations
as to how this light combines with the sublunar matter.138 Although in general Pico went beyond
traditional Neoplatonic interpretation, namely the Ficinian one, while interpreting astrology he
linked it to well-known medieval astrological concepts, such as the significance of Jupiter and
Saturn. Nor did he explain the process of the direct influence of heaven on earth. Thus, the
Commento seems to be a very general introduction to the question of astrology. Pico devotes a
long passage to the description of the planets and the structure of the Universe. Here he clearly
draws upon Neoplatonic sources, which he knew either in the original or through patristic sources.
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As we will see below, Pico’s position in the Disputationes adversus astrologiam is considerably
different.

The Trilogy

Pico started working on the Trilogy after having left Paris. As we know, his intention was
to present at the papal court the conclusions taken from all existing philosophical and theological
doctrines to prove their compatibility with each other. Pico first composed seven hundred
conclusions.139 When he returned to Italy he added further two hundred Kabbalistic theses, which
were the result of his study of Hebrew with Flavius Mithridates, a converted Jew, known for his
ardent and tendentious preaching against Jews.140 Flavius Mithridates became Pico’s personal tutor
in Hebrew.141 He translated for his patron several kabbalistic texts, which formed the so-called
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Kabbalistic library of Giovanni Pico.142 He also contributed to Pico’s attempt to translate and
comment on the Book of Job,143 and believed to have taught Pico Arabic and Aramaic.144
Pico’s interest in magic, astrology, and the Kabbalah was motivated by his desire to achieve
a more profound understanding of Christian theology. However, the bold equivalences he drew
between pagan, Jewish and Christian dogmas led the Church to condemn thirteen of his
Conclusiones. To prove his innocence, Pico wrote the Apologia, which examined the thirteen
prohibited conclusions in separate chapters. Pico’s attempt to comment on the 900 Conclusiones
and to clarify all the condemned theses angered Innocent VIII, who declared the whole text
heretical and pursued Pico. Pico fled to France, where he was arrested at the request of the papal
nuncios and imprisoned at the Vincennes castle. After his extradition from France, Pico spent some
time in prison in Rome until Lorenzo de’ Medici saved him from inquisitorial process. In 1488,
Pico was released and moved to Florence where he stayed, apart from short periods of leave, until
his untimely death in 1494.145
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The 900 Conclusiones146 was preceded by a preface now known as the Oratio de hominis
dignitate where Pico gives an early account of his views on magic and astrology. Drawing on the
traditional division between good and bad magic, Pico opposed its illicit form based on demonic
incantations – which is now commonly referred to as ‘black or demonic magic’ – to natural
magic.147 According to Pico, natural magic was founded by eastern prisci theologi and dated back
to Zoroaster in Persia and Hermes Trismegistus in Egypt. Drawing on Ficino’s ideal of magus cum
sacerdos, Pico defines the prisci theologi’s magic as the study of the divine world, i. e theology. 148
In this context, Pico mentioned Porphyry who had asserted that magic was related to the study of
the divine.149 As we will see, this position is radically different from the one Pico adopts in his
Disputationes: there he criticises the apologists of magical speculation, indicating that this magical
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doctrine could have been created only within the societies infected by superstitious beliefs, and he
also rejects the legacy of Porphyry. 150
Among those who supported magical speculations, in the Oratio Pico mentioned several
ancient thinkers such as Pythagoras, Plato and especially Empedocles and Democritus. Pico added
to the list two more recent philosophers, Al-Kindi and Roger Bacon, who would become Pico’s
bêtes noires in the Disputationes.151 In the Disputationes, Al-Kindi, the author of the De radiis
stellarum, one of the most influential medieval treatises on magic, astrology and optics, is deprived
of his place as an adherent of ‘true magic’, while Roger Bacon and Pierre d’Ailly are accused of
distorting the essence of Christian dogmas by using astrological techniques.
In his Conclusiones (1486)152 Giovanni Pico repeats several ideas already expressed in the
Oratio de hominis dignitate. For instance, he develops his preliminary considerations on two forms
of magic. He says:
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All magic that is in use among the moderns, and which the Church justly suppresses, has no
solidity, no foundation, no truth, because it depends on the enemies of the first truth, those powers
of darkness that pour the darkness of falsehood over poorly disposed intellects.153

To this magical dark side, he opposes something more elevated:

Natural magic is permitted and not prohibited, and concerning the universal theoretical
foundations of this science, I propose the following conclusions according to my own opinion.154

Pico admits that natural magic might be included as a ‘practical and the noblest part’ of the
large philosophical doctrine of scientia naturalis (‘natural science’).155 Proclaiming that the aim
of scientia naturalis is to unveil the invisible and to unite what is separated,156 Pico derives the
origin of scientia naturalis from the wisdom of the prisci theologi and compares the harmony of
the knowledge of the world with a marriage (probably by analogy with alchemical art). 157
According to him, some of the occult sciences can help a magus to find the hidden elements of
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nature; and the study of numbers158 and letters159 in the Kabbalah with its mystical attitude to the
figures has the most powerful effect.
Astrology is the highest disciplines in the whole hierarchy of occult sciences as, in Pico’s
point of view, it seems to be especially close to Kabbalah. In the seventy-second conclusion, Pico
says:

According to my own opinion just as true astrology teaches us to read in the book of God,
so the Kabbalah teaches us to read in the book of the Law.160

Pico not only establishes a close link between astrology and Jewish mysticism, but also
justifies some Christian dogmas using Kabbalistic astrology. For example, Pico refers to the
Arabic practice of using specific astrological images, known as hylegh,161 and to the medieval
doctrine of the so-called horoscopes of Christ, both within a Kabbalistic context, saying:
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Just as the full Moon was in Solomon, so the full Sun was in the true Messiah, who was
Jesus. And anyone can conjecture about the diminished correspondence in Zedekiah, if he is
learned in the Kabbalah.162

Following the medieval tradition of the ‘horoscopes of Christ’, Pico found evidence of the
divinity of Christ in astrology supplementing it with Kabbalistic element:

Because of the eclipse of the sun that occurred at the death of Christ, it can be known
following the principles of the Kabbalah that the Son of God and the true Messiah suffered.163

Pico’s attempt to explain main Christian dogmas by means of the Kabbalistic art goes far
beyond astrology. Thus, he finds an evidence for the Trinitarian dogma in ‘Kabbalistic science’
and finds proof of the divinity of Christ in the Tetragrammaton.164 According to this theological
doctrine, there is a secret and sacred name of God, which cannot be pronounced, as well as in
Jewish religious texts, by the abbreviation of four holy letters –  יהוהor YHWH. It is quite

the examples of these hylegh. Pico will examine this theory in the Disputationes: Giovanni Pico della Mirandola,
Disputationes, I, II, pp. 146–48: ‘Super spacio vitae praecidendo quam nihil videant isti divinaculi paucis ostendam.
Haly Abenragel, oraculum astrologorum huius aetatis, quarta parte operis sui ex sententia ait Ptolemaei quinque esse
hylegh, ita enim ipsi loquuntur Solem, Lunam, Horoscopum, Partem Fortunae et locum plenilunii vel novilunii
proxime antecedentis; praeter autem haec quinque planetas considerandos, in illis quinque locis et ius et auctoritatem
obtinentes’. See also: Akopyan, ‘Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Ptolemy and ‘Astrological Tradition’’, 42–43.
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understandable that Giovanni Pico and other Christian Kabbalists, such as Johann Reuchlin,
Francesco Zorzi and Egidio of Viterbo, sought to use it in their Christological disputes. 165 Pico
confirmed the useful aspects of Kabbalistic ideas by proving the truth of Christian dogmas in the
Apologia, claiming that only due to the Kabbalah was it possible to explain the marvels produced
by Jesus Christ.166
In the eighteenth Kabbalistic conclusion Pico mentions an astrological reason to celebrate
the Sabbath on Sunday instead of Saturday as it is usually done in Jewish religious communities,
though he does not make any further comments concerning this suggestion:

Whoever joins astrology to Kabbalah will see that following the era of Christ it is more
appropriate to take the Sabbath and to rest on the Lord’s day rather than on the day of the
Sabbath.167

Finally, in two other theses, Pico combines the doctrine of ten sephirot with ten celestial
spheres.168 Here Pico follows some of the doctrines he had developed in the Commento alla
Canzona d’amore. The same ideas are expressed three years later in the Heptaplus in a Kabbalistic
rather than Neoplatonic version.169 This suggests that at these stages of his philosophical career at
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least, Pico followed the same interpretation of celestial spheres, though with some important
changes.
However, a further analysis of the 900 Conclusiones suggests that Pico’s early works,
mainly the Conclusiones, do not contain the idea of astrological predestination.170 For Pico,
astrology was a tool to decipher the secrets of the Universe and did not limit the divine
omnipotence with horoscopes or other means even if his Neoplatonic and Kabbalistic ideas leave
some room for astrological speculation. Despite various parallels between those occult sciences in
the Commento and the Conclusiones, Pico did not mention any practical and naturalistic aspect of
celestial influence. The question of astral and divine influences in the sublunar world was only
elucidated in detail in his subsequent works such as the Heptaplus and the Expositiones in Psalmos.

The Heptaplus and the Expositiones in Psalmos

Now let us turn to Pico’s post-Roman treatises, namely the Heptaplus and the Expositiones
in Psalmos. Though these texts can be considered as perfect examples of new approaches in
Renaissance Biblical exegesis, especially in the context of humanistic modes of textual
criticism,171 Pico developed in them his theory of celestial influence on the terrestrial world. It is
important to note that both works abound in quotations from various Kabbalistic sources, and
Pico’s views on the emanation of light are still within the scope of Kabbalistic and Neoplatonic
concepts. However, there were some important changes.

prima. Qui sciverit correspondenciam decem preceptorum ad prohibencia per coniunctionem veritatis astrologice cum
veritate theologica, videbit ex fundamento nostro precedentis conclusionis, quicquid alii dicant cabaliste, primum
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In the introduction to the Heptaplus, where he displays a fully developed knowledge of
Kabbalistic literature and Hebrew language, 172 Pico claims that he intends to go beyond the
numerous Christian commentaries on Genesis, including those of Augustine, Ambrose, Origen,
Basil of Caesarea, John Chrysostom and many others, 173 and focus on the Jewish tradition.174
According to him, elements of Moses’ doctrine derive from Egyptian wisdom, from which they
were transferred to the most prominent Greek philosophers, including Pythagoras, Plato,
Empedocles and Democritus.175 By this example, Pico obviously tried to confirm the existence of
the prisca theologia and its transmission from Moses through ancient philosophers to his own
time. An important aspect of this ‘heritage’ is the notion of celestial spheres.
As some years earlier in the Commento, Pico describes the universe which, according to
him, consists of ten spheres – seven planets, the sphere of fixed stars, the ninth sphere that ‘can be
conceived by mind and not by sense and the first among moving bodies’, and the tenth, immovable
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sphere, termed ‘empyrean’.176 While in the Commento, he had proved the existence of this universe
in Platonic terms, in the Heptaplus, however, Pico draws upon Hebrew sources, which he believes
are in agreement with some Christian, thinkers.177 But, apart from Bede and Strabo, he referred to
‘Abraham of Spain’ (most probably having in mind Abraham ibn Ezra) and to ‘Isaac the
Philosopher’ who may be identified as Abraham ben Isaac of Narbonne, already mentioned in
Pico’s Kabbalistic theses.178 Moreover, Pico insists on the likeness of the universe structure with
the menorah used for religious purposes in Jewish communities. 179 The notion of ten spheres in
the context of Kabbalistic metaphorical images has something in common with the idea of ten
sephirot, described and used by Pico in the 900 Conclusiones.
In this context, Pico explains the structure of the Universe as an emanation of the highest
sphere, which diffuses light down to the lower spheres. In Pico’s opinion, the highest (empyrean)
sphere is the unique origin and source of the light and contains in se the potential to diffuse it
through the ninth sphere, by which this light spreads to all other elements. 180 This vivifying,
incorporeal light, emanating towards the terrestrial world, transmits an impulse to it and fills
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mankind with its positive influence. It is symptomatic that looking for analogies Pico referred to
the similar Neoplatonic notion of the Sun as Empyrean (and even quoted a fragment from the
Emperor Julian’s Oratio de Sole),181 as well as to the Christian dogma of the indivisible Trinity. 182
Hence, Pico presented his basically Neoplatonic theory of light, with Kabbalistic supplements,
which seems in some aspects close to the interpretation of Marsilio Ficino in the De sole and De
lumine (both written in 1492).183 This does not necessarily mean that any of these writers
influenced the other, since the doctrine of emanation was central to Christian mysticism, itself
influenced by Neoplatonism.
The most important conclusion we can take from Pico’s representation of this divine light
is that the celestial influence coming from the empyrean is immortal because of its divine nature;
through the ninth sphere, it gives its power to the planets and the stars. Unfortunately, Pico does
not describe in detail the whole structure of the heavenly images and figures in his exegetical
treatise. However, one can find in the Heptaplus some interesting points concerning the planetary
influences, which are key to understanding Pico’s towards astrology. According to Pico, the first
planet is Saturn.184 It is quite probable that this opinion was caused by an analogy between this
planet and the First Mind, described in the Commento. The second place is occupied by the Sun
and the Moon, while Jupiter, almost almighty in the Commento, is removed from the top of this
planetary hierarchy. According to Pico, other planets are less effective, though they also have to
be taken into consideration.185
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Even more importantly, Pico confirms the existence of constellations between celestial
images, which are able to complement the effects of each other. Thus, he admits that planets can
produce opposite effects and a negative effect can be balanced by a positive one. The same applies
to the position of celestial bodies in the Zodiac. 186 Without exploring the significance of
astrological images, Pico simply recognises the doctrine of creators of this astronomical practice.
At the same time, however, Pico criticises astrology as a tool for foreknowledge. In Book
V of the Heptaplus, he opposes the idea of the possibility of predicting future events.187 It is quite
probable that in this fragment Pico’s attack is directed against the art of divination, described in
Cicero’s famous treatise. However, while mentioning that such astrological practices were
condemned by most prominent philosophers and theologians, Pico does not provide any further
arguments to his accusation of divinatores.
Although at first sight Pico’s astrological views remain very similar to the ideas expressed
in the Commento and the Trilogy, the Heptaplus is the first treatise where Pico mentions the
question on the process of celestial influence and the communication of light with matter, 188 a
problem to which he returns in the Expositiones in Psalmos.
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Pico’s commentary on Psalm 18, Coeli enarrant gloriam Dei is probably the most
important text for understanding Pico’s views on astrology. This is not the first time exegetes used
this Psalm to legitimise the study of astrology, as indicated by Pierre d’Ailly’s Vigintiloquium
de concordia astronomice veritatis cum theologia, and then his Elucidarium astronomice
concordie cum theologica et historica veritate, as a source helping to legitimise astrological
studies.189
In the expositio of Psalm 18, Giovanni Pico develops his views on astrology, replacing the
empyrean mentioned in the Heptaplus with two Suns: the intellectual Sun or the Good, and the
simple Sun, which receives impulses from the intellectual one. Pico claims that they diffuse rays,
which penetrate everything and influence every terrestrial thing without losing their divinity. 190
Around the same time, Marsilio Ficino developed the same doctrine in his De Sole using identical
categories. According to Ficino, by analogy with the light of the Sun that has to be considered as
‘the purest and most sublime phenomenon among all sensible things’, which penetrates everything
and gives birth to all material effects, the intelligible light of the Good spreads its vital influence
on the world.191 Pico thus follows the Neoplatonic interpretation of the Sun, 192 and underlines its
agreement with the Jewish tradition, mentioning Abraham ibn Ezra as a supporter of the concept
of an intelligible Sun.193 In this context, Ibn Ezra is referred to as a representative of Jewish
philosophy. Two years later in the Disputationes Pico describes him only as an astrologer. Thus,
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the major philosophical issue Pico tries to resolve concerns the way in which intelligible light can
enter into contact with matter, a question crucial for Neoplatonic tradition. As we will see, in the
Disputationes it forms the basis of Pico’s natural philosophical arguments against astrology.
To answer this question in the Expositiones, he presumes the existence of the natural Sun
as an imago of the intellectual Sun/Good. 194 By this supposition, Pico seeks to explain the essence
of natural influence on the terrestrial world. In his opinion the physical Sun, which derives its
virtues from its intelligible model, must be regarded as the mediator between the divinity and the
physical world, which Pico associates with the agent intellect (intellectus agens) of the
scholastics.195 Pico strives to clarify the mechanism of heavenly dominance over the material
world, the way celestial rays come into contact matter without losing the impulse received from
the divine and thus remain unchangeable. But he finds himself in a difficult situation since he had
to combine the Neoplatonic doctrine of light with Aristotelian physics, which postulated the
transformation of celestial influence received by matter. In both the Heptaplus and the
Expositiones in Psalmos to explain the process of light emanation, he admits that intelligible light
represents the pure form and penetrates every corporeal thing without affecting its own incorporeal
essence.196 It remains incorporeal even when in the emanation process after accepting divine
impulses it is substituted with its corporeal analogue – the natural Sun.197 Following Julian the
Apostate, he concludes that with giving its power to the natural light the celestial one operates
alike form, which transforms matter. Here Pico reaches a paradoxical position: referring to Julian
and the ‘Phoenician theology’ as his main sources,198 he accepts the idea that the corporeal Sun
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penetrates the corporeal with incorporeal effects. Introducing the concept of matter, however, he
could not go beyond some preliminary notes on the naturalistic aspects of heavenly impulses
because of the incompatibility of Neoplatonic light with physical ‘materialism’. As we will see,
for Pico the Neoplatonic doctrine left room for further astrological speculation even without
determinist elements.199 Yet, it is precisely this question – the compatibility, or not, of Neoplatonic
light with Aristotle’s physics, that Pico will focus on in the Disputationes adversus astrologiam
divinatricem. As I will show, it is one of the reasons Pico revised his theory of astrology in the
Disputationes, and expressed opinions that contradict the opinions he held in his previous treatises.
Pico’s attitude towards astrology illustrates the development of his itinéraire
philosophique. In the Commento alla Canzona d’amore, completed in 1486, Giovanni Pico
combines astrological elements with Neoplatonic notions. In the Conclusiones and related
treatises, he underlines the agreement between astrology and magic and the Kabbalah, which
culminates in the Heptaplus, published in 1489. In the Heptaplus and in the Expositiones in
Psalmos, however, he faced an important problem when trying to reconcile the Neoplatonic
doctrine of light with Aristotelian physics. This caused a radical transformation of his natural
philosophical views expressed in the Disputationes.
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Part II
Chapter I
The Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem:
Introductory Remarks
Text and its Structure

Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem has been referred to as
‘the most extensive and incisive attack on astrology that the world had yet seen’. 200 The text was
never completed due to Giovanni Pico’s sudden death in 1494 and was published posthumously
by his nephew Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola in 1496.201 The treatise consists of twelve
stylistically heterogeneous books. 202 Even a cursory analysis of the language and structure of the
Disputationes indicates that Giovanni Pico had no time to edit his text. There is a lack of cohesion
between the two halves of the work: the first six books are well-structured and uniform in terms
of both stylistic features and content. The rest of the treatise, from the seventh to the twelfth book,
consists primarily of notes on practical aspects of astrology. Nonetheless, Giovanni Pico’s line of
argument against astrology as a dangerous superstition is clearly reflected through the whole
work.203
Another difficulty modern scholars face in studying this text stems from the way it refers
to various astrological, philosophical and theological texts, which are not always acknowledged.
As a consequence, different parts of the Disputationes aroused disproportionate amounts of

200

Vanden Broecke, The Limits of Influence, p. 55.

201

In Bologna by Benedictus Hectoris.

202

Cf. the following analyses of the treatise’s structure: Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science,

vol. IV (1934), pp. 529–43; Giancarlo Zanier, ‘Struttura e significato delle Disputationes pichiane’, Giornale critico
della filosofia italiana, 1, 1 (1981), 54–86.
203

Akopyan, ‘Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Ptolemy and ‘Astrological Tradition’’, 38.

70

scholarly interest. Most studies are focused on the third book in which Giovanni Pico explored
natural and philosophical arguments against astrology. Only a few studies were devoted to the
question of Giovanni Pico’s sources.204 Other aspects of his astrological polemics, including his
criticism of astrological practices and techniques, usually remain outside of scholarly interest
despite the fact that they take up two thirds of the whole text. The total number of articles on this
topic is surprisingly small.205
Giovanni Pico dedicates Books I and XII of the Disputationes to the history of astrology.
In these books, he discusses the textual and historiographic criticism of astrology: Pico shows that
no great philosopher or theologian had ever supported the idea of astrological predictions. Since
Giovanni Pico suddenly died in 1494 and had no opportunity to polish the text, Book XII contains
unnecessary repetitions and overlaps with some important passages of the first book. The last book
also presents a severe critique of the prisca theologia doctrine, atypical for Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola. This critique casts additional doubt regarding the authenticity of the book, since it
contradicts Giovanni Pico’s position in the earlier works and is close to the ideas formulated by
Giovanni Pico’s nephew Gianfrancesco Pico in his De rerum praenotione.
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Another important point in Giovanni Pico’s argument is the incompatibility of astrological
influences with material reality. This point is discussed in Book III of the Disputationes, where
Pico makes an important revision of his philosophical ideas.206 By trying to eliminate the
possibility of all astrological influences, which he endorsed in his earlier works, he chose Aristotle
as his main authority. As we have seen, the Neoplatonic philosophical matrix, with its very specific
interpretation of light, left ample room for magical speculations. Pico’s change of paradigm is
understandable: using the Aristotelian philosophical matrix, he tried to prove the falsehood of
every celestial influence by natural reasons. This became one of the most important theses of the
third book of the Disputationes. Therein Pico scrutinises the main philosophical points related to
this topic, such as light, motion, and warmth in Aristotelian terms, referring to the Metaphysics,
Physics and De caelo. Significantly, he enriches his philosophical discourse with a comprehensive
analysis of the notion of ‘matter’, excluding any possibility of direct astral influence, although he
made allowance for the influence producing certain physical phenomena (such as high and low
tide). This shift from Neoplatonism towards Aristotelianism can be regarded as proof of Pico’s
deviation from Hermetic, Kabbalistic, Neoplatonic and other occult sources and of his return to
traditional philosophical and naturalistic views.
The rest of the treatise, i. e. from Books V to XI, concerns astrological techniques and
practices. One of the most interesting chapters deals with the refutation of the theory of great
conjunctions, first described in Eastern astrology (al-Kindi, Abu Ma’shar and Masha’allah) and
then adopted by European astrologers. This theory formed the basis of the ‘horoscopes of Christ’
and other well-known astrological practices in the West. In other chapters, Pico consequently
describes and refutes horoscopic astrology, the theory of decans, the doctrine of the ‘great year’
and other astrological techniques. His aim is to find contradictions between astrologers on various
practical aspects of their science, as well as to point to their mistakes in mathematical calculations
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and in the use of some particular techniques. Because of his death, Pico did not manage to present
a systematic criticism of practical astrology in this part of the Disputationes, but the section
testifies to his detailed knowledge of the problem and his intention to disprove astrology in all its
aspects, both theoretical and practical. The analysis of texts provides further evidence of Pico’s
expertise in astrology and contradicts the assertion of Lucio Bellanti and other astrologers that
Giovanni Pico was ignorant in astrological matters.
The structure of the Disputationes determines the sequence of sections and arguments
presented in this part of the thesis. First, I will work through Pico’s analysis of pro- and antiastrological authorities and texts. The first and the last books of the Disputationes form my primary
focus. Secondly, I intend to present the analysis of astrological practices and techniques, which
might shed light on Pico’s knowledge of the subject. The third paragraph will deal with the natural
arguments against astrology united in Book III of the treatise.

Edition and Authorship

Another problem with the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem concerns its
authorship and edition. Since its publication in 1496 the Disputationes has been suspected to be a
forgery; even Pico’s contemporaries and, in particular, his opponents believed that Gianfrancesco
Pico della Mirandola and his collaborator Giovanni Mainardi had altered the original text to serve
the interest of their spiritual mentor Girolamo Savonarola. 207 Some documents, such as
Gianfrancesco’s letter to Mainardi, seem to support this suspicion, although most probably the
alterations only consisted in linguistic corrections of some obscure sections.208
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Unfortunately, Giovanni Pico’s autograph has been lost, making it difficult to determine
the extent of Gianfrancesco’s editorial interventions. A recent article by Brian Copenhaver clearly
reveals the current status quaestionis.209 The arguments against Pico’s authorship summarised in
Stephen Farmer’s Syncretism in the West are considered doubtful.210 Neither the Disputationes’
style nor the history of its publication are enough to accuse Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola of
distorting his uncle’s treatise. For Copenhaver, this question as well as the dispute about continuity
or discontinuity in Pico’s brief career is still open.211
It is important to note that despite the apparent respect for his illustrious relative,
Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola attempted to minimise his uncle’s passion for theurgic and
Kabbalistic writings in the Vita, an idealised account of Giovanni Pico’s life, which introduced the
idea of Giovanni Pico’s ‘re-conversion’ back to Catholic dogma from the heretical ideas of
reforming the traditional Christian religion through a return to pagan Antiquity. For Gianfrancesco,
the main reason of his uncle’s error was his conflict with the Holy See. Recognising the elegance
of Giovanni Pico’s Latin style, as well as the depth and width of his knowledge, Gianfrancesco
points out that his uncle supported magic and astrology in the Apologia and Oratio de hominis
dignitate. Remarkably, he does not mention the ‘heretical’ 900 Conclusiones, which he did not
include in Giovanni Pico’s Opera Omnia due to its standing publication prohibition. 212 Nor does
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he mention his uncle’s other ambitious Biblical project, the Heptaplus, which was a Kabbalistic
reading of Genesis, evidently because this work did not fit with his narrative. It is difficult to
determine whether Gianfrancesco Pico ‘forgave’ his uncle for his interest in occult sciences, but
he nonetheless remained loyal to him in Giovanni Pico’s biography, in which he deemed there was
no place for the radical and magical 900 Conclusiones and the Kabbalistic Heptaplus. According
to the nephew, after the Roman dispute Giovanni Pico eventually turned onto the right path and
turned towards Christianity as the main source for knowledge. Gianfrancesco admits that the
turning point for his uncle’s return to religious dogma was his work on commenting on the Psalms,
and underlines that Girolamo Savonarola’s spiritual message of renovation played a crucial role
in Giovanni Pico’s re-conversion and inspired him to compose the Disputationes adversus
astrologiam divinatricem.213 Thus, Gianfrancesco’s attitude towards the legacy of his uncle was
two-sided: severely disapproving of Giovanni Pico’s early views, while glorifying his
philosophical re-orientation in the late 1480s and early 1490s. The duality of Gianfrancesco’s
attitude towards his famous uncle and the opportunity to change the text of the Disputationes
according to his own views cast doubt on the authorship of Giovanni Pico’s last treatise.
Following the execution of Savonarola in 1498, the physician Lucio Bellanti accused
Savonarola and Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola of distorting the Disputationes in order to
obtain certain results.214 On the basis of Giovanni Pico’s philosophical achievements in his other
works, Bellanti claimed that the Disputationes could only have been written by someone who was
ignorant in matters of astrology. In his Responsiones in disputationes Ioannis Pici adversus
astrologos published in 1498 Bellanti questioned the authenticity of Pico’s last treatise, and some
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later historians also refused to accept the Pico as the author of the text, while others insisted on the
need to subject it to statistical analysis. 215 It must be said, however, that just as Gianfrancesco
Pico’s project was to celebrate Savonarola’s legacy, Bellanti’s idea was to attack Savonarola’s
teaching and restore the high position of astrological science, the foundation of which had been
significantly shaken by Pico’s and Savonarola’s criticisms. Bellanti’s conjecture about the work’s
inauthenticity must be dismissed as an attempt to bring Pico back to Christianised astrology.
In the early sixteenth century, Giovanni Pico’s text was occasionally accused of plagiarism.
It is important to note that we do not have sufficient evidence that Pico had read Ficino’s Disputatio
contra iudicium astrologorum, an unfinished summa that also refutes the validity of judicial
astrology. Ficino’s text was never published and remained unknown to Renaissance scholars. In
addition, Pico’s method is completely different from the one Ficino used in his Disputatio. While
Ficino is drawing on the prisci theologi to demonstrate that judicial astrology cannot predict the
future, Pico is deconstructing the very notion of tradition including the prisca theologia in order
to show that alleged traces of truth in the auctoritates are in fact misinterpretations and
mistranslations. Thus, it is quite probable that Ficino’s Disputatio did not serve as Pico’s source
as Daniel Walker had unsuccessfully tried to show in his paper published in 1986.216
Moreover, we have one very interesting indication regarding the problem of the authorship
of the Disputationes. In the 1504 edition of the Disputationes published in Strasbourg there is a
marginal note mentioning that Johannes Schöner saw at the house of the bishop of Bamberg ‘an
ancient book from which this Giovanni Pico della Mirandola had copied everything and set up as
his own writings. In fact, it was a book of an unknown ancient author. Johann Rheticus, a famous
mathematician and physician, had heard about it from him’ (that is, from Schöner himself).217 This
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marginal note is of considerable interest in the context of the diffusion of Pico’s anti-astrological
views among early modern astronomers and the name of Rheticus, the sole follower and editor of
Copernicus, is significant.218
Thus, through a close reading of the Disputationes and a detailed analysis of Pico’s
polemical strategy, this thesis will provide new evidence on the problem of the Disputationes’
authorship. I will argue that Pico’s general method, which deals with reviewing the history of
tradition and showing the genesis of inaccuracies and inconsistencies within the ‘astrological
tradition’ in order to dismiss traditional auctoritates, are similar to the method he uses in the De
ente et uno. As will be shown below, it also applies to the last, twelfth book of the Disputationes,
which can be regarded as the most doubtful in terms of Giovanni Pico’s authorship. This suggests
that in that respect at least the Disputationes was written by Giovanni Pico.
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Chapter II
Reading Texts: Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and his Sources

The leitmotif of the first book of the Disputationes is that no one great philosopher or
theologian ever supported astrology. The book as a whole is structured according to this polemical
strategy. It is divided into four main paragraphs. In the first and second paragraphs, Pico refers to
the most remarkable philosophers and theologians trying to prove their negative attitude towards
astrology. The third paragraph deals with supporters of astrology and those ‘false’ thinkers who
intended using astrology to confirm either philosophical ideas or religious dogmas. In the fourth
paragraph, the shortest of all, Pico mentions that astrology was strictly forbidden by religious and
civil laws. It is probably the only occasion when Pico refers to the brief and unsuccessful period
when he studied law at the University of Bologna.
Pico’s approach to his sources marks a significant change in his philosophical outlook. At
the early stage of his career, Pico clearly considered himself as a proponent of the reconciliation
of all philosophical and theological schools within Christian religion; this attitude determined
Pico’s nickname among his Florentine associates, the princeps concordiae, which referred not
only to his intellectual interests but also to the official title of prince of Concordia. 219 After the
failed dispute, there were only some traces revealing Pico’s attempts to reconcile the opposite:
Thomas Aquinas and John Duns Scot, on the other hand, and Avicenna with Averroes, on the
other, were all left aside. The De ente et uno where Pico postulated his desire to reconcile Plato
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and Aristotle represents an important case for understanding the development of Pico’s views. 220
While putting in the core of this short letter the concordance between Plato and Aristotle, at the
same time Pico reconsiders the notion that there existed a unique philosophical tradition of
Platonism. Pointing to the dissonance between Plato and the Academici, he indicates that Plato’s
followers misunderstood a number of crucial points expressed in Plato’s Parmenides and
Sophist.221 By attacking the Academici, Pico was rejecting Marsilio Ficino’s attempt to revive the
Platonic tradition, which saw Plato’s successors as the correct interpreters of both Plato and
Aristotle. However, Pico’s strategy goes well beyond the Pico–Ficino controversy. It reveals
Pico’s intention to ‘purify’ major figures such as Plato and Aristotle from later interpretations and
to go back ad fontes approaching the original texts of Plato and Aristotle. Pico aims at reconciling
Plato and Aristotle as two individual authors, leaving aside their interpreters. In other words, Pico
tries to do with Plato what many humanists were trying to do with Aristotle. In this way, Pico
deconstructed the very idea of philosophical tradition, or rather offered its alternative and radically
new interpretation. In the context of the De ente et uno, Pico argued that the Neoplatonic notion
of One and Being was based on a distortion of the Platonic dialogues (particularly the Parmenides
and the Sophist), and that Plato and Aristotle had in fact both agreed on the fact that God could be
both One and Being. The implications of this thesis were that, according to Pico, if God could be
both One and Being, negative theology ceased to be the only valid way of describing God. Thus,
contrary to what Ficino had stated, the Neoplatonic and Christian mystical tradition was not the
only valid tradition to deal with theological matters. The scholastic tradition of using affirmations
about God was also valid.
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Similarly, in the context of astrology, Pico provided a meticulous analysis of all
astrological sources and argued that all these sources were based on a corrupt and distorted
interpretation of the original auctoritates. This in turn led him to deny the validity of astrology,
since it was not based on a correct understanding of the auctoritates. Thus, the same attitude and
approach – a humanist, critical examination of the historical interpretations of canonical sources –
can be found in both the De ente et uno and the Disputationes.
Throughout the whole Disputationes, like in the De ente et uno, Pico deconstructs the
notion of tradition. It determines the way Pico explores the so-called ‘astrological tradition’,
which, in his opinion, dates back to Ptolemy. The method in question also affects his arguments
against the prisca theologia concept expressed in the last book of the Disputationes. But Giovanni
Pico starts developing it in Book I while distinguishing his pro- and anti-astrological sources.
In the introduction and the first book of the Disputationes Pico explains two of his major
methodological approaches to the problem of astrology. First, generally following ancient and
medieval tradition, he differentiates astrology as a mathematical or astronomical tool from its
judicial version. He declares that the astrologers, ‘like wolves in sheep’s clothing’, pretend to
explore the motion of celestial spheres but seduce people with their superstitious beliefs. 222
Comparing it to astronomy, Pico denounces astrology as a dangerous discipline, the elements of
which penetrate all fields of human activity, thus producing harmful effects. 223 Hence, under
‘judicial astrology’ Pico rejects the possibility of predicting the future by means of astrological
techniques.
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Secondly, Pico admits that ancient Eastern societies, namely the Chaldeans, are responsible
for the formation and further diffusion of astrological beliefs. To prove this, he refers to a number
of Biblical passages.224 The second nation he accuses of introducing astrology is the Egyptians. 225
Thus, Giovanni Pico attacks the notion of prisca theologia: since he now considers that two of its
representatives are corrupted by nefarious astrological beliefs. As we will see, the controversial
status of the prisca theologia and ancient philosophy determined Pico’s arguments on pro- and
anti-astrological sources.
In the introduction to the Disputationes, Pico claims that from the ancient times
philosophers and mathematicians denied the legitimacy of astrology as a ‘false, useless, impossible
discipline, which is not amicable to philosophy’. 226 The chronology of those ‘ancient times’ begins
with Pythagoras, traditionally considered to be one of the prisci theologi.227 However, Pico does
not mention the magical texts ascribed to Pythagoras, some of which he could have been familiar
through Marsilio Ficino’s milieu. Moreover, Pico omits the whole prisca theologia tradition prior
to Pythagoras including Zoroaster, Hermes Trismegistus, and Orpheus, all of whom are associated
with magical texts and beliefs. To prove Pythagoras’ anti-astrological position he also refers to
traditional authors, namely Diogenes of Laertius, Plutarch and Theodoret of Cyrus. From the
beginning of the Disputationes, Pico almost exclusively refers to classical authors not associated
with any novelties, either philosophical or astro-magical. It should be definitely considered as his
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major argumentative principle. Thus, mentioning other ancient opponents of astrology, Pico refers
to Cicero’s De divinatione, Aulus Gellius’ Noctes Atticae, and Diogenes’ Lives: he quotes them,
usually word for word, in ascribing Panetius, Carneades, Epicurus, and Democritus to the camp of
anti-astrologers.228 Pico’s aim seems to be dual. On the one hand, he intends to confirm that every
influential school in ancient philosophy rejected astrology. This strategy explains why he mentions
the name of Epicurus; Pico argues that those who believe in astrology are infinitely insane because
even Epicurus, the most insane among philosophers, did not trust in it. 229 On the other hand, he
excludes the prisci theologi from his discourse and generally works through traditional sources.
He also adopts the approach first developed in the De ente et uno when he declares that
neither Plato nor Aristotle ever supported astrological predictions. In the Disputationes, Pico
argues that both Greek philosophers, when they are interpreted independently from the Platonic
and Aristotelian schools, transmit doctrines that are very different than what subsequent traditions
made of them. This principle determines the structure of Book I, where Pico explicitly avoids any
connection between Plato and Aristotle and their followers on the problem of astrology. In the case
of Plato and Aristotle, Pico’s polemical strategy is contradictio in contrarium: their total silence
on astrology becomes an argument against it. Pico enumerates Aristotelian treatises and points to
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the lack of any mention of astrology230. He uses the same argument in Plato’s case231. In this way,
Pico comes to the conclusion that both Plato and Aristotle totally rejected astrology, geomancy,
incantations, and all other forms of superstition.232
Pico establishes a strict distinction between the original philosophy of Plato and Aristotle
and that of their interpreters. Rather than focusing on the way these interpreters analysed the work
of their masters, he focuses on their respective treatment of astrology. For instance, when he
analyses Alexander of Aphrodisias’ work, he does not focus on how Alexander interpreted
Aristotle, but rather on how Alexander considered astrology. This approach is strikingly different
from the previous (and subsequent) Aristotelian tradition, which treated Alexander as an
interpreter of Aristotle, to be followed or rejected. In his analysis of Alexander, Pico recognises
that Alexander did not attack astrology in particular, but he nonetheless underlines that Alexander
rejected the notion that human actions were governed by fate, which of course implied a rejection
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of judicial astrology.233 Here Pico uses the same polemical strategy as in the case of Plato and
Aristotle: he considers that Alexander did not mention astrology throughout his treatise as an
indication that Alexander was against it.
In Book I of the Disputationes, Pico analyses Plotinus in a similar way: he does not present
him as an interpreter of Plato, but focuses exclusively on his views on astrology, which are in turn
considered in the context of the debate between Porphyry and Firmicus Maternus.234 Considering
the arguments of Porphyry and Firmicus, he takes the side of Porphyry; following Porphyry, Pico
claims that after a careful study of astrology Plotinus finally rejected it. Pico also denies Firmicus’
supposition about the astrological prediction of Plotinus’ death.235
Throughout the Disputationes Pico’s references to Neoplatonic philosophers are rare.
Porphyry is mentioned a number of times, mainly as Plotinus’ biographer or as a proponent of
astrological speculation: as we will see, in Book XII Pico criticises Porphyry’s fascination with
astrology. The name of Iamblichus appears in the Disputationes only once, although Pico adopted
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Iamblichus’ arguments in analysing the problem of celestial light without quoting his source.
Pico’s use of Plotinus is also limited. Thus, his attitude to the Neoplatonic tradition in the
Disputationes seems to be equivocal: he follows his critical strategy to show that all major
philosophical schools including the ‘familia platonica’ rejected astrology but does not explore, at
least openly, Neoplatonic arguments against it. Plotinus’ views becomes just an episode in the
history of astrological debates, whilst the philosophical doctrine underpinning his views is not
analysed.
In fact, Pico’s aim is to prove the agreement among the leading auctoritates regarding the
falsity of astrological predictions. This leads to a paradox: whilst questioning the very existence
of ‘tradition’ in its various, philosophical and pro-astrological, forms, Pico uses the notion of an
anti-astrological tradition to defend the idea that astrological predictions have no validity. Thus,
he constructs a new, inverted tradition, which fits his purpose.
He consequently refers to two major Eastern authorities, namely Avicenna and Averroes, 236
as well as to Eudoxus of Cnidus, ‘the one who heard Plato’,237 and Origen, the first Christian author
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in Pico’s anti-astrological list. This enumeration suggests that prominent figures from all religions
(Christian, Islamic, or pagan) rejected astrology. At least, three of these names are reminiscent of
the Conclusiones’ stage of Pico’s career. Connecting Averroes’ and Avicenna’s positions on
astrology, he clearly refers to his reconciliation project, which with regard to both Islamic
philosophers, he never initiated. Origen represents a more personal and complicated case. It is
known that for Pico the figure of Origen was of great importance. In the 900 Conclusiones, he
defended Origen, whose views the Church had officially accused of heresy. The thesis on Origen’s
innocence was one of the thirteen conclusiones banned by the papal commission. This caused
Pico’s extensive response, which formed the core of the Apologia: in comparison with all other
chapters of the Apologia, for Pico himself, the one on Origen looks more ambitious and important.
It is probable that by defending the thinker accused of heresy because of his innovative and radical
thought, Pico actually defended his own views and pictured himself as a new Origen. 238 After the
failure of his Roman project, Pico only mentions Origen twice in the Heptaplus: first, among the
disciples of Ammonius, and then as one of the Greek authors who composed a commentary on the
Genesis.239 The passage in question is the sole fragment after the 900 Conclusiones and the
Apologia where Pico labels Pico as a Christian author who ‘succeeded in philosophy and many
other disciplines’, and focuses, still briefly though, on Origen’s views.240
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Going back to the Disputationes, Pico then proceeds to provide an overview of the
‘modern’ adversaries of astrology. Here Pico mentions several calculatores from the University
of Paris of the fourteenth century: Nicolas Oresme, Henry of Ghent, and other members of the
‘Paris Academy’. What is striking in the passage in question is that he had criticised these authors
in his earlier writings.241 The reason Pico treats these sources differently here, which is still debated
today, is due to the polemical context in which he operates in the Disputationes: his intention was
to focus specifically on the question of astrology rather than on how to interpret the philosophical
doctrines; in doing so, he could argue for the continuity of the anti-astrological tradition, from the
ancient times through medieval scholarship to his own era.
Pico then turns to the presence of anti-astrological works among his contemporaries. Here
he mentions Giovanni Marliani, a leading Milanese natural philosopher, and Paolo del Pozzo
Toscanelli.242 Both authors are used in order to show that natural philosophers rejected astrology.
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Pico then mentions Nicolò Leoniceno, Angelo Poliziano, and Marsilio Ficino.243 Although
Leoniceno’s interest in astrology or more likely in its refutation was marginal, he played a crucial
role in the debates between two groups of the so-called medical humanists. Controversies on the
dominance of either Latin or Greek tradition in teaching and practicing medicine marked sixteenthcentury Renaissance thought.244 Giovanni Pico himself was among those who applied a similar
approach with regard to astrology and questioned the status of Greek and Latin-Arabic traditions
in the Disputationes. Pico’s approach determined the deconstruction of the so-called ‘astrological
tradition’, according to Giovanni Pico, initiated with Ptolemy’s writings and later misunderstood
and distorted by his followers.
Giovanni Pico’s mention of the two other scholars, Angelo Poliziano and Marsilio Ficino,
represents an important case in the controversies on astrology. 245 Poliziano’s astrological studies
still need to be studied in depth. It is known that in 1490–91 Poliziano lectured on Aristotle’s
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Ethics and accompanied his work with an introduction to the Ethics entitled the Panepistemon.246
There Poliziano intended to present a classification of all arts and knowledge. 247 This encyclopedia
included a number of significant passages on divination, astrology and other forms of occult
knowledge, which Poliziano rejected with the use of both philosophical and theological
arguments.248 In Pico’s own words, Poliziano’s lectures on Aristotle provoked his De ente et
uno.249 Considering Pico’s close friendship with Poliziano, he must have been familiar with his
friends’ studies. It is hard to confirm whether Pico used some of Poliziano’s arguments against
astrology; however, by saying that he met with Poliziano for mocking astrology,250 Pico clearly
reveals that they jointly criticise astrology.
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Poliziano was an addressee of Marsilio Ficino’s famous letter on astrology written in 1494
after the Disputationes started to circulate among the Florentine intellectual elite.251 In his last
treatise, Pico admits that Ficino, despite his critical attitude towards astrology, practiced it for
medical purposes without truly believing in it. He adds that Ficino’s real intention was to help his
patients. Thus, Pico obviously alludes to the astrological techniques described in detail in the De
vita; on the other hand, Pico claims that Ficino fully supported his attempt to refute astrology. This
passage, along with the parallelism between the titles of both writers’ works (Ficino’s Disputatio
contra iudicium astrologorum and Pico’s Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem),
encouraged D. P. Walker to presume that Ficino was a likely influence on Pico stimulating him to
embark on his anti-astrological treatise. Chronology and the fact that the Disputationes represents
a more focused and many-sided opposition to astrology contradict Walker’s hypothesis; 252 more
importantly, there is no evidence that Pico could ever read Ficino’s Disputatio unknown until the
twentieth century. 253 For some modern interpreters of astrological controversies in Renaissance
Florence, the passage in question signifies Pico’s attempt to direct his anti-astrological attack
against Ficinian astral magic expressed in the De vita. However, this interpretation overlooks the
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development of both Pico’s and Ficino’s views on astrology and, more general, the context of their
philosophical outlook in the early 1490s.
It is probable that the passage on Ficino in the Disputationes should not be interpreted as a
part of the polemics between Ficino and Pico. As is known, Ficino’s late works on astrology,
including the De vita and the De sole, caused a disagreement between him and ecclesiastical
authorities and even forced Ficino to write two apologies to defend the ‘orthodoxy’ of his position
on the subject.254 Pico’s statement that despite the use of astrology for medical purposes Ficino
did not believe in it can also be regarded as an attempt to protect his elder colleague from the
opponents’ attacks. To support this interpretation, it is worth observing Pico’s Latin expression in
the passage: according to his words, he can ‘witness’ in favour of his friend that Ficino’s thought
contradicts astrology. In this context, the term ‘witness’ obviously receives a juridical dimension.
In 1494, Ficino wrote a letter to Angelo Poliziano trying to explain his ‘real views’ on
astrology. In secondary literature, this letter is usually considered to be another apology for his
astro-magical views. However, the form of expression Ficino chose for the letter left most of his
arguments rather unclear. He admits the use of astrological images for medical purposes in the De
vita but insists that he refuses the very essence of astrological predestination. In his own words,
following Plotinus and other Platonic thinkers, he mocks astrology.255 In general, with some
literary variations, Ficino repeats Pico’s words taken from the passage of the Disputationes.
Ficino’s attempt to clarify his attitude towards the celestial influence on the sublunar world did
not receive a response from either Poliziano and Pico. A couple of months after Ficino sent the
letter, both Poliziano and Pico suddenly died.
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Thus, Pico constructs the anti-astrological tradition in philosophy, which consists of three
major groups: ancient philosophers, medieval scholasticism, and his contemporaries. However, he
does not limit his discourse against astrology to philosophical figures. The second group of Pico’s
anti-astrological sources are religious texts. Although throughout the Disputationes Pico reveals
his excellent knowledge of the New Testament, the quotations from the Old Testament are full of
inaccuracies. At the same time, despite failing to provide precise quotations, Pico never modifies
the meaning of Biblical passages. A typical example is the Book of Deuteronomy 18.14.256 In Pico,
the passage is as follows: ‘Gentes augures et divinos audiunt; tu autem a Domino Deo aliter es
institutus’, although the full quotation is ‘Gentes istae, quarum possidebis terram, augures et
divinos audiunt: tu autem a Domino Deo tuo aliter institutus es’ (These nations, whose land thou
shalt possess, hearken to soothsayers and diviners: but thou art otherwise instructed by the Lord
thy God). Apparently, Pico quoted the fragment from memory without contradicting the meaning
of the Biblical narrative. This approach was widespread in Pico’s intellectual milieu: for instance,
in the De religione christiana Marsilio Ficino refers to a significant range of Biblical allusions and
passages, most of which are either indirect or incomplete.257
Apart from Biblical passages, Giovanni Pico also appeals to the legacy of the Church
Fathers. Among the whole range of the Church Fathers, he puts Augustine on the first place. In
Book I of the Disputationes, Augustine is the only Father who deserved a careful and detailed
analysis as regards his anti-astrological views, with a list of his treatises against predictions
attached. Instead of limiting himself to a couple of texts, Pico mentions at least six works where
Augustine rejected astrology as a dangerous and bad superstition.258 This is no coincidence:
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Augustine was the first to demonstrate that pagan religion and Neoplatonic theurgy were
superstitious and evil. All other religious authors enumerated later in the same chapter are given
almost without any particular details, and merely serve to confirm the position of the Church
against astrology. Pico mentions but briefly Basilius of Caesarea, Tertullian, John Chrysostom,
Ambrose of Milan, and Eusebius.259 The names of less known religious writers, including the
Syrian gnostic Bardaisan,260 Didymus the Blind261 and Sidonius Apollinaris, appear unexpectedly
but for the same purpose. Thus, in the section on his religious sources, Pico singles out Augustine
as the main authority in refuting astrology. The variety of Augustine’s texts mentioned and
analysed in Book I of the Disputationes clearly demonstrates Pico’s theological orientation
towards the bishop of Hippo. All other authors serve exclusively to prove the consonance among
major Christian theologians on the question of astrological predictions. It is also worth noting that
in Book I of the Disputationes, Pico virtually disregards scholastic philosophy and specifically
Thomas Aquinas, whose authority, along with Augustine’s, Pico used to support his attack on
religious claims of astrology. In the Disputationes, Thomas Aquinas was considered a crucial
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authority in the context of both the critique of medieval European astrologers, who tried to prove
Christian dogmas with the use of astrological calculations and practices, and the refutation of proastrological arguments taken from natural philosophy and Aristotle. Thus, despite the significant
number of religious writers that Pico takes on his side, Augustine and Thomas Aquinas are given
prominence in the Disputationes.
Finally, canon and civil law decrees form the third group of anti-astrological sources in
Book I of the Disputationes. This is the only occasion when Pico reveals his expertise in both laws
that he studied without much success at Bologna in 1478. 262 Canonical resolutions apparently
taken from Gratian’s Concordia discordantium canonum263 are cited together with the Code of
Justinian, according to which the work of astrologers was considered abominable, and at the
emperor’s court, it was prohibited to consult them under the threat of torture and death.264
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To sum up, in the first book of the Disputationes, Pico intends to prove that no one among
the best philosophers or theologians ever supported the very idea of predictions. The same
intention underlies the structure of the whole treatise. Pico pays a special attention to the
philosophical tradition of refutation of astrology, which, according to him, started from Pythagoras
and lasted until his time. Among religious authorities, he mentioned two most important
theologians, Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, who appeared in the context of Giovanni Pico’s
criticism of ‘Christian astrology’ as well as in the refutation of pro-astrological arguments taken
from natural philosophy and Aristotle. Finally, the juridical solutions borrowed from both canon
and civil law had to confirm the philosophical and theological arguments.
In Book I of the Disputationes, Pico develops a number of methodological approaches he
widely uses throughout the whole treatise. In his brief history of anti-astrology, he reconstructs the
‘anti-astrological tradition’, which consists of three major groups, namely ancient philosophers,
Christian theologians, and his contemporaries; he uses it as a polemical tool. At the same time,
however, he explicitly questions the status of traditio in its philosophical, theological, or
astrological dimension. In other words, by questioning the validity of the prisca theologia concept
or the ‘astrological tradition’, he develops the method he first used in exploring the Plato-Aristotle
reconciliation in the De ente et uno.
It should also be noted that the analysis of the texts presented above clearly indicates that
Pico was not operating within the same context as Savonarola and Gianfrancesco Pico. His aim
was not to show that pagan philosophy as a whole was to be rejected in favour of Christianity, nor
was it to prove that paganism could not lead to true knowledge. In the Disputationes, his purpose
was to demonstrate that the astrological tradition had become so distorted that one could no longer
trust any of its representatives, and that the fundamental principles of astrology were based on

IX, 18, 5: ‘Nemo haruspicem consulat aut mathematicum, nemo hariolum. Augurum et vatum prava confessio
conticescat. Chaldaei ac magi et ceteri, quos maleficos ob facinorum magnitudinem vulgus appellat, nec ad hanc
partem aliquid moliantur. Sileat omnibus perpetuo divinandi curiositas’.
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wrong mathematical premises. In doing so, he certainly provided elements that would be later
exploited by Savonarola and Gianfrancesco Pico. However, it should be emphasised that the
ideological framework within which he operated was markedly different in that he never rejected
pagan culture in toto.
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Chapter III
‘Me quoque adolescentem olim fallebat’:
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola versus prisca theologia
Introduction

As we have seen above, Pico’s polemical strategy in the Disputationes deals with the
deconstruction of tradition in order to reconsider the legacy of traditional auctoritates and is
similar to the method he uses in the De ente et uno. He develops his approach in Book XII of the
Disputationes, where he dismisses a tradition that seemed central to his earlier works. This chapter
is focused on one of the most intriguing aspects of his attack, one which concerns the prisca
theologia doctrine. It is worth noting that the last book of the Disputationes has never been
analysed from this perspective before. The second central topic that this chapter deals with is the
question of the Disputationes’ authorship. I intend to explore possible intersections between
Giovanni Pico’s and Gianfrancesco Pico’s works as regards the prisca theologia doctrine attacked
in Book XII of the Disputationes adversus astrologiam.
The last book of the Disputationes, where Giovanni Pico considers the origin of
astrological speculation, is the most questionable in terms of his original authorship. In this book,
Giovanni Pico severely criticises the doctrine of prisca theologia, which he had been loyal to
during all his previous itinéraire philosophique. It is worth noting that Giovanni Pico’s arguments
against prisca theologia as the origin of astrology would be later repeated in Gianfrancesco Pico’s
De rerum praenotione in an even more radical manner. According to Gianfrancesco, who closely
followed his uncle, curiosity is particular to human beings, but it may have a negative impact on
people who are far from objective knowledge. These people can easily fall under the malign
influence of astrologers and magicians. Among those who are responsible for the development and
diffusion of astrology, Gianfrancesco Pico names the Egyptians, the Chaldeans and the
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Israelites.265 While Gianfrancesco’s attitude towards prisca theologia is well known from the rest
of his legacy, Giovanni Pico’s radicalism in this question appears unexpected. The following
section will focus on Giovanni Pico’s critique of prisca theologia within the context of his antiastrological polemics.

Prisca theologia in Giovanni Pico’s Writings before
the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem

First developed in early patristics in order to demonstrate the compatibility of Christianity
with pagan thought, the prisca theologia concept was popular among Renaissance thinkers of the
late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries who considerably renewed the meaning and significance
of the term. The prisca theologia doctrine owes its success to Georgius Gemistus, also known as
Plethon, and Marsilio Ficino. After Ficino, its influence spread across Europe. But the most
influential recipient of the Ficinian doctrine was without a doubt Giovanni Pico della Mirandola,
who enriched it with new Kabbalistic sources.
The influence of the prisca theologia doctrine can been seen throughout the body of work
of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola. The only exception seems to be the Disputationes. Giovanni
Pico was largely responsible for the formation of the ‘Christian Kabbalah’ during the
Renaissance.266 His interest in Kabbalistic texts and his fame as one of the most prominent
intellectual of his time stimulated the learning of Hebrew in Italy and across Europe. Among those
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who fell under his influence it is especially worth mentioning Johann Reuchlin,267 Jacques Lefèvre
d’Étaples268 and Francesco Zorzi.269
In the Kabbalah and other related ‘ancient’ doctrines, Giovanni Pico sought alternative
sources to prove the essence of the Christian religion. The idea to reconcile all possible
philosophical and theological schools under the only true doctrine, i.e. Christianity, occupied
Giovanni Pico from the Roman dispute of 1486 up to his later theological writings. In Giovanni
Pico’s own words, ‘the Hebrew wisemen’s own principles’ along with other prisci theologi should
be taken into account for the benefit of Christian doctrine. One of the most remarkable examples
of this can be found in the tenth Kabbalistic thesis in which Pico tried to find theological analogies
to the Son of God by combining the views of at least six prisci theologi.270 Giovanni Pico also
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justifies some Christian dogmas using Kabbalistic astrology. For example, as we have seen above,
Pico refers to the Arabic practice of using the horoscopes of Christ,271 while in the eighteenth
Kabbalistic thesis, Pico puts forward an astrological reason to celebrate Sabbath on Sunday,
instead of Saturday as it is done in Jewish religious communities.272
At the beginning of the Oratio de hominis dignitate, in commenting on the central place of
man in the universe, Giovanni Pico states that the Arabs, the Persians, the Biblical prophets and
even Hermes Trismegistus are in full accordance on this subject.273 Unfortunately, the Oratio has
become hostage of scholarly disputes on Renaissance humanism and is often regarded exclusively
from that point of view.274 The question of Giovanni Pico’s use of sources is crucial for
understanding the philosophical significance of the Oratio de hominis dignitate. Giovanni Pico
remains loyal to the medieval interpretation of microcosm and macrocosm and is obviously
familiar with the Christian tradition of placing the man in the centre of the universe. Neither the
central position of man nor the possibility to define oneself according to one’s own free will, both
characteristic of Christian theology, can be considered Giovanni Pico’s novel idea. Instead, the
basis of Pico’s thought, at least at the first two stages of his philosophical career, was formed by
the doctrine of the new Adam taken from saint Paul and the compatibilities of prisci theologi and
Kabbalists with the Christian religion.
After having settled in Florence, Giovanni Pico continued to introduce the Kabbalistic
tradition into Christian discourse. Nor did he put aside the prisca theologia model in his later
theologically-orientated writings. As was mentioned above, in the Heptaplus, where he
271
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commented on the Creation using Kabbalistic texts rather than relying on traditional exegesis,
Giovanni Pico claims that elements of Moses’ doctrine can be found among the Egyptians from
whom they were later transmitted to the most prominent Greek philosophers, namely Pythagoras,
Plato, Empedocles and Democritus.275 Giovanni Pico’s aspiration was to confirm the existence of
the prisca theologia and its transmission from Moses through ancient philosophers to his own
time.
The influence of the Kabbalah on the content and structure of the Heptaplus becomes
evident through two main points. First, Pico’s treatise consists of forty-nine chapters, which fits
with the forty-nine ‘gates of wisdom’ described in Jewish mystical texts. Giovanni Pico knew very
well the treatise Portae iustitiae, written by the leading Jewish medieval theologian Moses ben
Nachman Gerondi (Nahmanides) and translated in the fifteenth century by Egidius of Viterbo. 276
According to Moses ben Nachman, these ‘gates of wisdom’ correspond to the forty-nine levels of
knowledge revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai. This idea was primarily diffused within the Spanish
Kabbalistic branch in the thirteenth century and was then transmitted to Italy. Abraham Abulafia
and Mehanem ben Recanati, both well known to Giovanni Pico, are among its most significant
supporters. Another important Kabbalistic feature of the Heptaplus is its analysis of the word
bereshit, ‘in the beginning’, which is the first word of the Torah.277 On the one hand, Giovanni
Pico claims that after having discovered the forty-nine ‘gates of wisdom’ one will be able to reach
God. The square of seven is forty-nine and, following the Kabbalistic interpretation of numbers,
Giovanni Pico associates seven with the Sabbath or the highest position of contemplation and
reunion with God. On the other hand, the last, forty-ninth chapter of the Heptaplus directly
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addresses the question of the interpretation of bereshit. Pico’s interpretation has great theological
significance: the end reveals itself through the beginning. Giovanni Pico was already familiar with
this idea having used it in the Oratio de hominis dignitate when presenting the concept of the ‘new
Adam’.
Giovanni Pico interprets the word bereshit using magical combinatorial techniques. In his
opinion, it is possible to combine each letter of the word with another letter and thus form an
independent Hebrew word that consists of two letters taken from bereshit. Through this technique,
Giovanni Pico creates twelve different words united into one phrase: ‘The Father, in the Son and
through the Son, the beginning and end or rest, created the head, the fire, and the foundation of the
great man with a good alliance’.278 The phrase, which concerns Christ, undoubtedly contradicts
the core of Jewish mysticism. For Giovanni Pico, however, it is of great intellectual importance.
Demonstrating the accordance between Kabbalistic and Christian sources on the same subject, he
does not seek to convert Jewish people to Christianity; his only aim is to substantiate the truth of
his own religion. Finally, the unfinished Expositiones in Psalmos is rich in references to the
Talmudic literature. It is worth noting that the impact of the Kabbalah on the Expositiones is less
evident. Be that as it may, the references to Abraham ibn Ezra and particularly to David Kimchi
reveal that in the Expositiones Giovanni Pico remained under the influence of Jewish theology. In
this context the position of Giovanni Pico’s nephew, Gianfrancesco Pico, regarding the
Expositiones would seem surprising: he criticised his uncle for his admiration of the Kabbalah, at
the same time as pointing out that the Expositiones was a turning point in Giovanni Pico’s
conversion to the true Christianity. 279 It is likely that this assessment was conditioned by the
general lack of Kabbalistic or other magical sources in the Expositiones. After some time Giovanni
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Pico radically changed his mind regarding the legacy of Abraham ibn Ezra and in the
Disputationes, he appears as one of the main authorities in matters of astrology.
Thus, the prisca theologia played a crucial role in Giovanni Pico’s thought during the
whole period of his intellectual activity, and so the transformation of his attitude towards it in the
last book of the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem seems therefore to contradict his
earlier position. The decision of Giovanni Pico or of the compiler of the last book of the
Disputationes to disprove the prisca theologia is ambiguous and generally contrasts with his
previous writings. In what follows, I will provide a closer analysis of the way in which Pico reconsiders the prisca theologia in the Disputationes. I argue that in the light of our analysis of Book
I we are in a better position to examine Pico’s arguments against the prisca theologia doctrine.

On the Origin of Astrology:
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola versus prisca theologia

In terms of stylistic coherence, the twelfth book of the Disputationes is far below the
Piconian standards. Its Latin does not resemble the language of the Oratio de hominis dignitate or
of the letter to Ermolao Barbaro.280 The text contains numerous unnecessary repetitions and
overlaps with important passages from other chapters of the Disputationes. However, a more
careful reading uncovers the book’s general structure. Despite the fact that Giovanni Pico had no
time to polish the text in question, his basic idea is clearly outlined. First, he intends to focus on
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the reasons why ancient people, specifically the Egyptians and the Chaldeans, became attached to
astrological superstitions. After examining once more several key terms used in astrological
practice, he observes the ways of transmission of astrological knowledge from ancient Eastern
societies, the Egyptians and the Chaldeans, to Greece, the Islamic world and then to the Christian
West.
According to Giovanni Pico, his intention in the previous books of the Disputationes was
to show the dissent among astrologers regarding the basics of astrology. He claims that the
question of its origin is still unclear. At the same time, his arguments radically differ from his
earlier views. Astrology, in his opinion, inspires ‘us’ in accordance with ‘our merits’ 281; this
apparently relates to Savonarola’s sermons and to Gianfrancesco Pico’s writings in which
contemporary issues were often interpreted through human sins and faults. Giovanni Pico points
to various possible origins of astrological speculation. Apart from his permanent opponents - the
Egyptians, the Chaldeans, Ptolemy and the Arabs - he mentions the Jews. The attribution of
astrological superstition to this tradition, which Giovanni Pico esteemed all his intellectual life,
seems strange. Be that as it may, the author ultimately ascribes the rise of astrology to the
Egyptians and the Chaldeans.
In the section concerned with the motivations for the ancients’ reliance on astrology, the
author explains that for a Christian the inspiration for astrological speculation is undoubtedly
provoked by demons.282 The polemical strategy of stigmatising pagan astrologers as supporters of
diabolic knowledge, which ultimately derives from Augustine, is not typical of Giovanni Pico and
281
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does not agree with the rest of his written legacy. It is, however, characteristic of his radical
followers, namely, Gianfrancesco Pico.
However, there are instances where the strategy used by the author of Book XII is very
similar to the one used in previous books, which is to find contradictions between different
representatives of a given tradition in order to undermine the validity of that tradition. For instance,
according to the author of the last book of the Disputationes, astrologers usually refer to a large
variety of stories on the origin of astrology to justify their doctrine. Among such stories, he
mentions the legend that astrological knowledge was given to Adam by God. It was later
transferred to Noah whose fourth son Ionicus, according to a certain Methodus, was an expert in
astrological predictions and made many of them.283 Astrologers insist, in Giovanni Pico’s opinion,
that after Ionicus the knowledge of astrological practices was transmitted to Abraham, who then
taught it in Egypt. 284 Giovanni Pico obviously disagrees with this chronology; for him, to accept
the Jewish origin of astrology is the same as to oppose the history of Christianity. To undermine
the validity of the testimony of Methodius, whose interpretation of the history of astrology formed
the basis of the supposition that it was of Jewish origin, he carefully deconstructs the whole
tradition by showing that Methodius is not a reliable source. It is worth noting that the person of
Methodius, who was under such rigorous critique in the Disputationes, cannot be identified with
certainty.
According to him, the Methodius once mentioned by Saint Jerome should not be confused
with the Methodius in Petrus Comestor’s writings, the latter being a person of mediocre
283
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intelligence and poor intellectual activity, who was not even familiar with the Biblical passages on
Noah’s family. The mention of a fourth son of Noah perfectly demonstrates the unreliability of
Methodius’ opinion regarding astrology’s Jewish origins. In addition, Pico argues, no one among
the prominent ‘commentators on the law of Moses’, including Flavius Josephus and Philo, had
ever mentioned the existence of a fourth son of Noah.285 Therefore, Methodius should be dismissed
as a valid authority on the subject. On the other hand, Giovanni Pico affirms that Abraham had
indeed taught astrology to the Egyptians, though not its superstitious branch that deals with
divination and other magical practices, but limited his teaching to mathematical astrology. 286 In
Pico’s opinion, this was completely new and useful knowledge for the Egyptians, which allowed
them to learn the position and movement of celestial spheres and bodies in order to observe the
time of their ceremonies. Additionally, they were already familiar with judicial astrological
practices through the influence of the Chaldeans.287 Regarding the problem of astronomical
knowledge among the Chaldeans, Giovanni Pico did not miss another opportunity to point out the
controversial nature of astrological writings on the same subject. While Ptolemy declared in the
Almagest that the Chaldeans were ignorant in practical astronomical calculations, Abu Ma’shar
contradicted him by saying that Noah’s sons had come to the land of the Chaldeans to consecrate
them in the science of astrology/astronomy, which is, according to Giovanni Pico, an absurd
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affirmation.288 Thus, once again manipulating various sources and finding crucial contradictions
among astrologers on the fundamental points of their doctrine, Giovanni Pico totally rejects the
idea that astrology and its further diffusion went back to the time of Noah and Abraham. He
ascribes the interest in astrology to ancient idolatrous societies, specifically to the Chaldeans and
the Egyptians, and not to divine providence and the Jewish tradition.
In order to explain how astrology spread among the Chaldeans and the Egyptians, Giovanni
Pico named two key features of their cultures: idolatry and astronomical studies. 289 He also admits
that their interest in astronomy and then in astrology was determined by geographical specifics: in
his opinion, large valleys and open spaces are conducive to the observation of celestial
movements.290 The custom of contemplating nature resulted in a religious perception of natural
phenomena in ancient societies; as an example, Giovanni Pico names the religious interpretation
of the Nile in the Egyptian tradition.291 He also claims that in those ancient societies astronomy
was readily associated with religious practices. Notably, he did not see any particular difference
between the religious traditions and thought of the Chaldeans and the Egyptians, uniting them
under the shared notion of idolatry. Despite the ambiguous status of their religious doctrine, both
the Chaldeans and the Egyptians were highly respected by other ancient societies. Giovanni Pico
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admitted that in his earlier writings, being too young, he was also under their influence. 292 The
most prominent philosophers of Antiquity, including Pythagoras, Democritus, Eudoxus and Plato
also succumbed to this ‘plague’. This assertion radically contradicts Giovanni Pico’s words in
Book I of the Disputationes, where he worked through anti-astrological sources; by contrast, it
agrees with the attack against both astrology and philosophy, undertaken by his nephew
Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola. It was also not typical for Giovanni Pico to acknowledge
mistakes of his youth. This is the first confession of this sort in the whole corpus of Piconian
writings and its style is reminiscent of some passages concerning Giovanni Pico’s ‘re-conversion’
in the Vita, written by his nephew Gianfrancesco. Consequently, if we accept Giovanni Pico’s
authorship of the Disputationes, then in the last book of his anti-astrological treatise he decisively
rejects his earlier ideas on the prisca theologia and the theurgical traditions of hermetism and the
Pseudo-Zoroastrian oracles. Giovanni Pico did not touch upon the topic of secret divine knowledge
that had arguably preceded philosophy and Christian theology. However, wishing to remain within
the aforementioned doctrine of reconciling all anti-astrological sources, including Greek
philosophers, the author of the last book of the Disputationes tried to explain the origin of his
predecessors’ error. According to the author, all peoples and philosophers spontaneously agree
that the only true knowledge is religion. The international fame of the Chaldeans and Egyptians as
experts in cults and ceremonies attracted the interest of ancient philosophers. Astronomy was
considered another field of their expertise. That is why, according to the author of the last book of
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the Disputationes, ancient (specifically Greek) philosophers recognised the Egyptians and the
Chaldeans as famous priests and astronomers, while both peoples were completely ignorant in
philosophical matters.293 But the author’s attempt to reconcile all anti-astrological sources and to
avoid contradictions with the first book of the Disputationes failed. His obvious antipathy towards
anti-religious philosophy incites him to affirm that despite their generally negative attitude towards
astrology, Greek philosophers founded the basics of their philosophical systems on Eastern
astrologers. For example, the author of the last book of the Disputationes accuses Thales of Miletus
of borrowing elements from Egyptian and Chaldean theurgy to establish the key principles of his
philosophy.294 In a similar way, he asserts that Plato adopted the doctrine of the four basic elements
that form the structure of the universe from Ancient Eastern religious cults, and which in Egypt
was closely related to astrological practices. 295 The author of the last book of the Disputationes
concludes that despite the numerous travels to Egypt intended for exploring astrology and religious
ceremonies, Greek philosophers were not caught up in astrological superstition. As the most

293

Ibid., p. 494: ‘Descendebant etiam ut mathematicam discerent, quam quod modo memoravimus avide combiberunt:

Pythagoras ille, Democritus et Eudoxus. Verum tamen ille titulus sapientiae praerogativaque secretioris disciplinae
non aliunde Chaldaeis Aegyptiisque, quam de magisteriis doctrinaque numinum colendorum, quam auditam ab illis
probaverint necne boni philosophi, alibi diximus; hoc tantum asseveramus naturalis primaevae philosophiae, quae
rationibus demonstratur, nihil Graecos philosophos, quicumque recte philosophati sunt, ab Aegyptiis accepisse, sed
quae ad caerimonias mathemathicamque spectarent. Cuius rei vel illud sit argumento, quod si aut de mathematicis,
aut mysteriis agitur, Chaldaeos citari et Aegyptios videmus, eorumque sententias afferri semper in medium’; p. 496:
‘Thales in epistola ad Pherecidem: ‘In Aegyptum, inquit, ego cum Solone descendi, ut sacerdotes et astronomos
videremus’; nihil de philosophia’.
294

Ibid., pp. 494–96: ‘Quod si philosophatum in Aegypto Thaletem dicas, non negabo, ut qui ab eis etiam didicerit

aquam esse rerum principium’.
295

Ibid., p. 510: ‘De signis ita primum commenti sint: erat Aegyptiis indubitatum, omnia constare ex quattuor

elementis ... Et quoniam prima fuisse corpora ignem terramque opinabantur, utpote centrum et circumferentiam, nam
ignis illis erat supremum corpus, tum inter media advenisse aerem et aquam, ut etiam Plato ostendit in Timaeo, idcirco
primum signum igneum statuerunt, secundum terreum, tertium aereum, quartum aqueum’.

109

remarkable example, in accordance with Book I of the treatise, he chose Eudoxus of Cnidus. 296
This attempt to avoid obvious clashes between Book I and Book XII of the Disputationes is
unsuccessful. The author’s attitude towards philosophy and its relations with astrology and other
magical practices is extremely negative and drastically contradicts the content of Book I.
The same position was replicated with some minor changes in the De rerum praenotione
of Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola.297 However, during the years of his activity,
Gianfrancesco’s uncle, Giovanni Pico was far from this radicalism against philosophy. Giovanni
Pico’s statement that astrology can be convincing only among idolaters led him to make
conclusions on the nature of astrological speculation. He admits that the development and diffusion
of astrology might take place in a particular mental and religious environment, i. e. within societies
that are unfamiliar with true religion. Giovanni Pico’s interpretation, however, has nothing to do
with sociology or scientific approaches to this question. His position is more radical: under ‘true
religion’, he understands specifically and exclusively Christianity. For him astrology is an
important and influential part of idolatrous doctrines that focuses solely on the study of nature and
completely ignores the central place of man, his free will and ability to influence terrestrial events
to the same degree as natural forces. Giovanni Pico proceeds by insisting that astrology totally
contradicts true religion and refutes it by establishing idols. According to him, the worship of these
idols, originally intended for defining good and evil, inevitably leads to the Manichean heresy. 298
To sum up, Giovanni Pico repeats his mantra: astrology can emerge only in the absence of true
religion; the idolatrous doctrines, dedicated solely to the study of the nature, tend to replace true
296
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religion and in the end resemble the most dangerous heresies. Their ultimate aim is to overcome
Christianity.
The author of the last book of the Disputationes, tracing the history of astrology, tried to
identify the next recipients of idolatrous doctrines in Greece and in other regions. To avoid
contradictions with Book I, he admits that the most renowned philosophy schools did not accept
astrology. In this context, the figure of Thales appears outlandish, as the author accuses him of
asserting that astrology had a positive impact and of using it in his philosophical discourse. 299
However, his main polemical strategy at this stage is to show that only unknown or minor
philosophers in Greece had adopted astrological doctrines. The only major author who sought to
give a philosophical justification to astrological speculation was Ptolemy. 300 His authority and
fame as the greatest astronomer legitimised astrology among his followers. To prove this the author
mentions Porphyry, who accepted numerous forms of superstitions and believed in demonic cults.
The author also claims that Porphyry’s teachers Plotinus and Iamblichus denounced Porphyry’s
fascination for superstitious doctrines.301 The passage in question shows that the author was
acquainted with Iamblichus’ magical and philosophical writings, which is atypical for Giovanni
Pico. Moreover, the name of Porphyry for the first time emerges in relation to pro-astrological
views in this passage. Previously he was mentioned in the Disputationes principally as the
biographer of Plotinus. If the last book of the Disputationes was distorted, the radical change in
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Porphyry’s status could be related to his position as one of the main theorists of natural magic,
expressed earlier in the Oratio de hominis dignitate and criticised by Gianfrancesco Pico.302
Then the author of Book XII of the Disputationes discusses the influence of Ptolemaic
astrological writings upon Ptolemy’s Arabic and Persian followers, again with particular emphasis
on the leading astrologer Abu Ma’shar, who, according to him, was ignorant in matters of both
astronomy/astrology and philosophy. 303 Exploring the ways in which astrological knowledge was
transmitted to Europe, the author justly highlights the courts of Alfonso X and Frederick II as the
centres of magical and astrological speculation. The author acknowledges the contribution of the
Spanish king to the development of astronomy and mathematics, but admits that Alfonso X could
not avoid the destructive influence of astrological superstitions.304 Alfonso’s interest in practical
astrology prompted him to collect many astrological treatises of Greek and Eastern origins, later
translated either in Spain or at the court of Frederick II in Sicily. The most intriguing figure in the
list of these astrological translators is Michael Scot.305 Born in Scotland, Michael studied at Oxford
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and Paris before moving to Toledo. There he learned Arabic and started working on translations
of numerous philosophical and astronomical/astrological texts from Arabic into Latin. At some
point, Frederick II invited Michael to join his court. The fame of Michael as a magician spread
across Italy and Europe: he was even mentioned in Dante’s Inferno.306
As for the anti-astrological sources in Book XII, on the whole this list coincides with the
one in Book I. This applies to both the Biblical prophets and to ancient and medieval thinkers. The
only difference is that the author adds some new names, those who opposed astrology after its
successful introduction in Europe.307 Apart from some stylistic inaccuracies, the rest of the book
reflects Giovanni Pico’s main arguments against astrology and his method of working with
astrological and anti-astrological sources.

Conclusion

To sum up, Book XII of the Disputationes is the most questionable in terms of its
authorship. Its author severely criticises the doctrine of prisca theologia, accusing the Egyptians
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and the Chaldeans of developing and disseminating astrology. He affirms that astrology can only
be accepted in societies unfamiliar with the true religion that is Christianity. He also attacks those
philosophers who adopted and adapted various elements of astrological speculation into their
philosophical systems. This radical critique of the prisca theologia is not typical for Giovanni Pico,
who remained loyal to it during the previous years of his intellectual activity. However, this
critique perfectly fits the position of Giovanni Pico’s nephew, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola,
who was responsible for the posthumous edition of his uncle’s Opera Omnia, including the
Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem. As we do not have enough evidence on whether
or not the last book of the Disputationes was written by Giovanni Pico himself or distorted by
Gianfrancesco Pico, two explanations are possible. As we do not possess the original manuscript
of the Disputationes, a close examination of Giovanni Pico’s work on the treatise at different stages
is not possible. A study of Pico’s activities over the last years of his life, 1493 and 1494, could
have provided a better understanding of his later philosophical outlook. But this is also impossible
due to the lack of documents. It must be noted that some traces of Pico’s attack on the prisca
theologia doctrine appear in other books of the Disputationes; thus, in Book II written in 1493 he
compares Eastern idolatrous cults and astrology with the heresy of Manichaeism. This may add
weight to the hypothesis that during the two years of his work on the Disputationes Giovanni Pico
radically altered the principles of his philosophy. Also, the arguments against the prisca theologia
doctrine generally correspond to Pico’s main polemical strategy of deconstructing the notion of
tradition. Finally, Pico’s drastic shift from Neoplatonism and prisca theologia towards traditional
Christian views, based on a close reading of Saint Thomas and Saint Augustine, could have been
conditioned not only by his close ties with Savonarola, but also by his interest in the sceptic
tradition, especially in Sextus Empiricus. According to Pearl Kibre and Sebastiano Gentile, Pico
possessed the Adversus astrologos chapter of Sextus’ Adversus mathematicos and, possibly, used
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it while working on the Disputationes.308 The second possible explanation is far simpler:
Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola distorted some of the passages of Book XII of the
Disputationes. However, despite the lack of firm evidence either pro or contra the last book’s
authorship, it is possible to conclude that Gianfrancesco Pico’s involvement in the final version of
the treatise could have been only partial: there is no sign of a total and radical distortion of Pico’s
Disputationes, but some evidence suggests that Giovanni Pico prepared a draft of Book XII that
Gianfrancesco Pico might have slightly revised in order to develop his own intellectual agenda.
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Chapter IV
‘Princeps aliorum’ and his Followers: Giovanni Pico della Mirandola
on the ‘astrological tradition’ in the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem
Introduction

One of the main polemical strategies against astrology used by Pico was to find
contradictions within astrological writings, by analysing in detail all the different sources available
to him. This formed the basis for Giovanni Pico’s attack: his analysis of astrological practices
came ex principio, that is, from studying Claudius Ptolemy’s writings on astrology,309 and
supplementing it with a criticism of Ptolemy’s followers, who, he argued, either did not understand
their ‘teacher’ or entirely misrepresented his ideas and calculations. This chapter is devoted to the
question of Pico’s astrological sources, which usually remains outside of scholarly interest. The
main aim of this chapter is to show how Pico used his sources to set Ptolemy against other
astrologers and for emphasising the dissonance in the astrological tradition.
Pico is familiar with all major ancient and medieval astrological authorities. His aim is to
explain the genesis of a long astrological tradition, which he considers as fundamentally wrong
because it is based on a misinterpretation of philosophy, especially Aristotelian natural philosophy.
According to him, the first to have made this mistake is Ptolemy. Ptolemy is, Pico argues, optimus
malorum: he is ‘the best of the worst’310, thus underlining right at the start that astrology is to be
rejected. Pico knew very well all three of the works written by or attributed to Ptolemy: the

309

I disagree with Louis Valcke’s notion (expressed in his book Pic de la Mirandole. Un itinéraire philosophique’, p.

305) that Pico’s ‘bête noire’ was Pierre d’Ailly. Pico himself had stated that all astrological speculations, even those
in ‘christianized’ astrology, were based on Ptolemy’s theories. See: Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Disputationes, I,
I, p. 70: ‘Porro Ptolemaeum principem aliorum facile concedent; est enim doctissimus astrologorum et, quod attinet
ad mathematica, vir ingeniosissimus’.
310

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Disputationes, I, I, p. 70.

116

Almagest, the Tetrabiblos, and the Centiloquium. Pico explains the reason for singling Ptolemy
out as being based on Ptolemy’s philosophical studies. Ptolemy is praised for having attempted to
establish the philosophical and scientific foundations for astrology, and to have contributed to the
development of mathematical astrology, that is, astronomy. However, Pico argues, Ptolemy’s
philosophical premises are fundamentally wrong. In the introduction to the Almagest,311 Ptolemy
‘following the opinion of Aristotle’, distinguishes three types of contemplative philosophy:
theological, natural and mathematical. Pico argues that Ptolemy is wrong when he says that
‘everything that exists consists of three elements: matter, form, and movement, which can be
divided conceptually, but not in the things themselves’.312 From this idea, Ptolemy concludes that
each type of contemplative philosophy corresponds to one of the elements: theology to movement
(as the prime cause of motion is nothing but God), physics to matter, and mathematics to form.
Pico calls this conclusion absurd and contradictory to Aristotle and to any philosophy.313 Despite
this fundamental error, however, Ptolemy differs from other astrologers, since he attempted to
bring astrology closer to science and philosophy. It is important to note that in the following pages
of the Disputationes, Pico leaves aside the Almagest and generally focuses on Ptolemy’s two
astrological treatises — the Tetrabiblos and the Centiloquium.
Pico’s focus on Ptolemy and his attempt to question Ptolemy’s auctoritas (i. e. Ptolemy is
only an auctoritas and the starting point of a long tradition of textual misinterpretation) was no
coincidence, since the status and value of Ptolemy was central to astrological and philosophical
controversies that took place in the fifteenth century. With the revival of Ptolemy’s Almagest in
311
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the mid-fifteenth century thanks to George of Trebizond’s Latin translation and commentary, a
debate ensued about the place and legitimacy of Ptolemy within the commentary tradition. Whilst
George of Trebizond favoured a strict return to Ptolemy’s original texts, Bessarion considered that
Theon of Alexandria’s commentary on the Almagest (composed in the fourth century AD) was the
best source to understand Ptolemy and Greek astronomy. In 1451, George of Trebizond completed
a new translation of the Almagest from Greek and ‘accompanied his version of Ptolemy’s Almagest
with a commentary of enormous length’. 314 He intended to dedicate it to Nicholas V but had to
abandon this idea.315 In his work, George sought to purify Ptolemy’s original ideas from medieval,
both Arabic and Latin, interpretations, as well as to oppose Bessarion, who had advised him to use
Theon of Alexandria’s commentary on the Almagest as an example. The attempt to prove that
Theon of Alexandria’s influence on medieval thinkers was negative and caused misunderstanding
of Ptolemy’s work incited a response from one of Bessarion’s most famous pupils,
Regiomontanus, who wrote a special treatise against George known as the Defensio Theonis contra
Trapezuntium.316 Other figures, such as Georg von Peuerbach and Niccolò Perotti, were also
involved in the debate, which along with the famous Plato-Aristotle controversy formed the

314

John Monfasani, George of Trebizond: A Biography and a Study of his Rhetoric and Logic (Leiden: Brill, 1976),

p. 71.
315

After George completed his work on Almagest, Jacobus Cremonensis, the Augustinian friar and translator of

Archimedes, criticized George’s final text. Nicholas V seemed to support his criticism and probably asked George to
rewrite some problematic passages. However, George rejected this idea. Later he dedicated various versions of his
translation to Iacopo Antonio Marcello, to Mehmed II, and to Matthias Corvinus. Ibid., pp. 104–8; Collectanea
Trapezuntiana: Texts, Documents, and Bibliographies of George of Trebizond, ed. John Monfasani (Binghamton:
Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies in conjunction with the Renaissance Society of America, 1984), p. 672.
316

Antonio Rigo, ‘Bessarione, Giovanni Regiomontano e i loro studi su Tolomeo a Venezia e Roma (1462–1464)’,

Studi veneziani, 21 (1991), 49–110.

118

essence of the Bessarion-George conflict.317 Later in the sixteenth century, Ptolemy was at the
centre of Girolamo Cardano’s ‘restored’ Greek astrology. 318 Thus, the idea of reconsidering the
position of Ptolemy within the astrological tradition seems to be typical for Renaissance scholars.
Pico’s Disputationes was an important landmark in that respect.
Despite the apparent existence of such an astrological tradition, Pico contends that Ptolemy
and his followers contradicted each other regarding key theoretical positions and in their
astrological practices. In this approach, Giovanni Pico establishes a distinction between Ptolemy,
an astrologer of a higher level, albeit fundamentally wrong in his interpretation of Aristotle, and
his followers, who, Pico argues, distorted his legacy. In order to confirm his idea of the
fundamental dichotomy within the astrological tradition, Pico uses two modes of argumentation.
On the one hand, he shows that Abu Ma‘shar and others often made mistakes in interpreting
Ptolemaic astrological terms and as a result used them in a completely different sense. On the other
hand, commenting on the Centiloquium (now considered spurious), Giovanni Pico constantly
disputes the points that contradict Ptolemy’s other texts, but at the same time agree with the
writings of more recent astrologers.319 Without trying to question the authorship of the
Centiloquium, he chose another method of attack. In his opinion, instead of using the original text
of the Centiloquium, astrologers relied on a bad translation in which Ptolemy’s ideas were
distorted. However, he argues, the original Greek text does not, in fact, contradict the rest of
Ptolemy’s writings. Pico claims to have compared the Latin translation of the Centiloquium with
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the original text, and that he was able to find more than six hundred errors in the translation. 320 As
Eugenio Garin and Sebastiano Gentile have shown, Giovanni Pico most probably used the
translation of the Centiloquium made by Giovanni Pontano and completed between 1477 and 1490,
rather than one of the numerous medieval translations.321 These two approaches to the reception
of Ptolemy and his followers in the Disputationes determine the structure of the current chapter:
its first part deals with astrological practices, modified or misunderstood in the astrological
tradition, while the second section focuses on the problem of the Centiloquium.

The Use of Astrological Techniques and its Controversies

As stated above, Pico’s first strategy is to show the contradictions between astrologers in
practical matters. The three examples below illustrate how Pico identifies the errors in the usage
of astrological terms. The first one deals with the solar eclipse discussed in the
Tetrabiblos. According to Ptolemy, someone watching the solar eclipse should note the place
where it occurs and calculate the angle from this place:322 if the eclipse occurred in the ninth region
of the sky, then the angle of the tenth is calculated and so on. However, Pico claims that Ptolemy’s
followers incorrectly translated the term τοῦ ἑπομένου κέντρου (‘the angle of the following area’)
as anguli praecedentis, i.e. the angle of the previous area, which, he argues, completely changed
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the very principle of this calculation.323 In Pico’s opinion, therefore, on account of this error in
translation, Ptolemy’s followers misinterpreted the way the eclipse could be calculated.324
Continuing the examination of the misinterpretation of this passage, Giovanni Pico gives another
example. Speaking about calculating the eclipse angle, Ptolemy wrote that the angle might refer
to both the eastern and the middle parts of the skyline. ‘The Greek commentator’, the so-called
pseudo-Proclus,325 interpreted Ptolemy as saying nothing regarding the attitude of the angle to the
western part of the horizon, because in accordance with the aforementioned theory, in this position
the angle could not be located after the place of the solar eclipse, and the eclipse itself would have
no effect.326 According to Pico, the only reason why the Greek commentator makes this argument
is

that

he

misunderstands

τοῦ

ἑπομένου

κέντρου

as

referred

to

anguli

praecedentis.327 Consequently, he too failed to grasp the significance of Ptolemy’s doctrine. What
is particularly important for Pico is that these misinterpretations could lead to the incorrect
prediction of the future and therefore undermine the validity of astrology.
The role of ‘the Greek commentator’ is worth attention also in another context. At the
beginning of the fifteenth century, an excerpt of four chapters from Geminus’ Isasoge was ascribed
323
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to the Neoplatonic philosopher Proclus under the title of Sphaera. The reason for the attribution
of the previously unknown astrological/astronomical treatise to Proclus remains unclear. Since the
beginning of the fifteenth century the Sphaera by Pseudo-Proclus was diffused in manuscripts
across Europe. The Sphaera remained a very popular text in the sixteenth century, with over sixty
editions being made. It was also translated into English by the famous English humanist Thomas
Linacre. The popularity of the Sphaera by ‘Proclus’ made it the second most important
astrological/astronomical ‘manual’ in the West, behind only the Sphaera by Johannes de
Sacrobosco. Some scholars even consider the Pseudo-Proclean Sphaera as the humanist response
to Sacrobosco’s ‘medieval’ treatise of the same name.328 This supposition, however, still needs to
be confirmed by additional documents and sources, as the humanist foundation of the response is
not evident. At first sight, the Pseudo-Proclean Sphaera seems to be a rather traditional text in
terms of astrological/astronomical calculations and interpretations, which caused doubt among
Renaissance scholars and humanists about its authenticity. Giovanni Pico most probably shared
that doubt and hence preferred to call the author of the Sphaera ‘the Greek commentator’, without
mentioning the name of the prominent Neoplatonic philosopher.
Another example Pico gives to show that Ptolemy’s terminology was misunderstood and
mistranslated by his predecessors concerns the Arabic astrologer Haly Abenragel, who asserted
that according to Ptolemy there are five so-called hylegh (additional phenomena affecting a human
being’s fate). These are: the Sun, the Moon, the horoscope, the portion of Destiny and the place of
the full moon or of the new moon immediately preceding birth. 329 These, together with the five
328
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remaining planets are fundamental in astrological calculations, especially for the preparation of
horoscopes. Continuing his argument and speaking about the alchochoden,330 Pico states that
Haly, once again referring to Ptolemy, confirmed that the alchochoden was the dominant element
among the hylegh.331 In Pico’s opinion, however, Ptolemy never discussed this subject, did not
sympathise with the very idea of alchochoden332 and, moreover, recognised only four hylegh,
which had then been added to the full and the new moons.333
Finally, the question of the structure and number of celestial spheres, already crucial in his
previous works, remains central in Pico’s anti-astrological polemics. As we have sees, in the
Commento alla Canzona d’amore di Girolamo Benivieni, he used ten celestial spheres and
combined classical astronomical doctrines with the Neoplatonic triad of One-Intellect-Soul,
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having placed the immovable Neoplatonic God, Creator of the First Intelligence only, beyond
physical and even metaphysical reality. In the 900 Conclusiones, he tried to link the Kabbalistic
doctrine of ten sephirots with the ten celestial spheres and further developed this idea in the
Heptaplus, where Pico gave the complete analysis of his views of celestial spheres and of their
influence upon the terrestrial world.334 Five years later, however, in the Disputationes adversus
astrologiam divinatricem he offers a completely different overview of the question.
His aim here is to prove the existence of a disagreement among astrologers regarding this
fundamental point. He states that ancient astrologers believed in the existence of eight celestial
spheres – an idea later supported by many famous philosophers, including Plato and
Aristotle.335 Giovanni Pico claims that many followers wrongly attributed to Ptolemy the idea of
a ninth sphere; but in fact, Pico convincingly argues, a closer look at the Almagest indicates that
Ptolemy never mentioned a ninth sphere. In this text, Ptolemy stated that moving stars belonged
to the eighth sphere, while immovable planets belonged to the remaining seven. Ptolemy’s
medieval commentators assumed that apart from the moving stars of the eighth sphere the ‘teacher’
had also defined different heavenly bodies as parts of the ninth sphere, which received impulses
from the Primum Mobile. According to Pico, however, Ptolemy considered the celestial universe
was only composed of eight spheres and said nothing about the existence of a ninth one. 336
According to Pico, the idea of a ninth sphere was first introduced by King Alfonso of Castile and
shared by two authors, who in Pico’s treatise are referred to as ‘ancient’ and ‘excellent
mathematicians’: Proclus, in this context considered to be the author of the De sphaera, and Leo
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the Jew (i.e. Levi ben Gershon, better known in the West as Gersonides). 337 Giovanni Pico explains
why medieval astronomers and astrologers needed to introduce a ninth sphere. According to them,
non-wandering stars move from West to East, while the celestial sphere with other stars move in
the opposite direction. The ninth sphere, directing heavenly bodies from East to West, was
introduced in order to explain this mysterious phenomenon.338 Some philosophers offered their
own solutions, for instance, by endowing the sky with a Soul or attributing to the highest sphere
the main function of the moving impulse. 339 Pico admits that some, like Campanus of Novara,
Messahala, Leopold of Austria and Alfonso of Castile, had even tried to solve the problem by
introducing a tenth sphere, which they erroneously attributed to their main astrological authority,
Ptolemy. Many medieval philosophers, such as Albert the Great, followed that tradition, which
was, according to Giovanni Pico, based on a mistaken idea.340 Thus, Pico’s purpose here is to
provide an archaeology of knowledge detailing how errors occurred in the astrological tradition,
and how these errors were based on a sustained misinterpretation of the original texts. This allows
him to discredit the astrologers, whose positions, he argues, were full of contradictions and
dangerous to the integrity of their theory. He further supported his opinion by citing the incertitude
of the basic planet order relative to the Sun.341
The problem of identifying a consistent number of celestial spheres affects the scientific
basis of astrology and testifies to the existence of substantial differences within the tradition
regarding the interpretation of fundamental points of doctrine. Thus, Giovanni Pico showed that
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in its very foundations astrology does not meet the criteria for the role to which it aspires. It is
interesting to note here that Pico does not seem particularly interested in solving the doctrinal
problem he has identified: he offers no solution to the actual number of celestial spheres. He does
not openly support any of the doctrines discussed and completely rejects their possible connections
with Kabbalistic and Neoplatonic interpretations – something he explicitly did in the Commento,
the Conclusiones, and the Heptaplus. His main purpose is to discredit astrology as a dangerous
superstition rather than reflect on the actual structure of the astrological/astronomical universe.
With the help of these examples, Pico attempted to demonstrate in the Disputationes
adversus astrologiam divinatricem the existence of a ‘dissonance’ within the astrological tradition
and therefore the falsity of the whole science of predictions. The examples cited by Pico touched
upon the very foundation of astrology and attested to the existence of significant differences in the
interpretation of fundamental concepts. Consequently, according to Giovanni Pico, astrology is
disreputable already at its most fundamental level.

Pseudo-Ptolemy’s Centiloquium
in the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem

The second group of problems regarding astrological practices associated with Ptolemy
concerns the reception of the Centiloquium in the astrological tradition. In Pico’s opinion, the later
commentators misunderstood the terms used in the text as a result of reading an inaccurate
translation rather than the authentic Greek text.342
During many centuries, the Centiloquium was considered the epitome of the
Quadripartitum and therefore it was often referred to as Liber Fructus and considered an original
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work by Ptolemy. Only at the end of the nineteenth century did the German scholar Franz Boll,
the author of several outstanding studies on ancient astronomy and on Ptolemy in particular, prove
that it had not been written by the great Alexandrian scholar.343
There are various hypotheses regarding the authorship and origin of this text. According to
the first modern publisher of the Centiloquium, Emilie Boer, the original version was written in
Greek.344 However, Richard Lemay demonstrated that the diffusion of the text had only begun in
the tenth century due to the commentary on it written by Ahmad ibn Yusuf al-Misri.345 According
to Lemay, the text’s real author was Ahmad himself and it was only afterwards translated into
Greek. In addition, there was a confusion with the names of Ptolemy’s commentators: Haly ibn
Riḍwān (known in the West as Haly Avenrodan), the author of the Commentary on Tetrabiblos,
was confused with Ahmad ibn Yusuf and consequently during the Middle Ages Haly ibn Riḍwān
was assumed to have been the author of the commentary on both the Tetrabiblos and the
Centiloquium.346
The Centiloquium attracted great interest throughout the Middle Ages. More than one
hundred and fifty manuscripts have survived; in the twelfth century alone, it was translated at least
six times.347 The Centiloquium was also influential in the fifteenth century. In 1454, the Greek
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scholar George of Trebizond, who was then at the court of the Aragonese king in Naples, began
to translate the Centiloquium from Greek. According to John Monfasani, George of Trebizond
prepared three versions of his text, with the last one dating to the second half of 1456.348 The
translation was supplemented with a special commentary on the Centiloquium and two astrological
opuscula – De antisciis349 and Cur his temporibus astrologorum iudicia fallant350 – all dedicated
to his patron Alfonso of Aragon. 351 In his introduction, George, known above all as a translator of
philosophical texts and Plato’s critic, claims that astrology should be considered as a part of natural
philosophy, and that its main aim is to help philosophy in understanding the world. George
suggests using Ptolemy’s Centiloquium to explore natura secreta (‘nature’s secrets) and in his
Commentary draws together the philosophical positions of Ptolemy and ‘his teacher’ Aristotle.352
Several decades later the Centiloquium was translated by Giovanni Gioviano Pontano.353
Pontano’s idea of translating Pseudo-Ptolemy’s treatise, together with his interest in Firmicus
Maternus and ancient astrological literature, can be considered as a part of his major astrological
project. An admirer of ancient astrology, Pontano paid special attention to the Latin and Greek
astrological tradition and sought to renew it by offering new translations and interpretations. In

348

Monfasani, George of Trebizond, pp. 118–19; Collectanea Trapezuntiana, pp. 689–97. In the Collectanea John

Monfasani published two versions of the introduction to George’s translations of the Centiloquium (ibid., pp. 97–100).
In general, on the philological aspects of the Centiloquium in the Renaissance: Michele Rinaldi, ‘Pontano, Trapezunzio
ed il Graecus Interpretes del Centiloquio pseudotolemaico’, Atti dell’Accademia Pontaniana, 48 (1999), 125–71.
349

‘Georgii Trapezuntii brevis de Antisciis tractatus’, Georgii Trapezuntii in Claudii Ptolemaei centum Aphorismos

Commentarius (Cologne: Ioannes Gymnicus, 1540), pp. 155–65. This term signifies the opposite degrees of the
Zodiac, which, as George believed, were ignored in contemporary astrological predictions (Collectanea
Trapezuntiana, p. 696).
350

In the Cologne edition, this treatise is entitled Cur astrologorum iudicia ut plurimum sint falsa (pp. 166–85).

351

Collectanea Trapezuntiana, pp. 695–97.

352

Ibid., pp. 99–100.

353

It was printed posthumously in 1512.

128

1535, for the first time, the Greek original of the Centiloquium was printed alongside the Greek
text of the Tetrabiblos, in an edition prepared by Joachim Camerarius and Philip Melanchthon.
Analysing the Greek text of Ptolemy’s works, Girolamo Cardano concluded that the authorship of
the Centiloquium had to be reconsidered. In Cardano’s opinion, several astrological techniques
and ideas described in the Centiloquium were introduced in more recent astrological discussions
and Ptolemy could not have had the opportunity to partake in them.354 However, the final refutation
of Ptolemy’s authorship was made three centuries later.
The problem of the Centiloquium’s authorship, which Giovanni Pico faced while working
through the astrological techniques in the Disputationes, determined the method of the text’s
analysis. Three examples clearly reveal Pico’s polemical strategy. The first case deals with the
theory of decans. The theory in question was well–known during the Renaissance and influenced
astrological iconography, including the frescoes in the Salone dei Mesi at the Palazzo Schifanoia
in Ferrara.355 Since the decans are considered part of the zodiacal system it is worth starting with
Giovanni Pico’s examination of its principles. Pico’s intention is not to reject the astronomical
system of the signs of the Zodiac, but to show that astronomical data is not related to astrologically
orientated artificial images.356 This forms the basis of his critique of talismanic magic. Pico offers
a severe criticism of the very use of the twelve signs of the Zodiac to attract planetary influences.
He argues that the choice of the twelve signs was not conditioned by their correspondence with
any real astronomical models, but rather was introduced merely for the astrologers’
convenience.357 Similarly, he argues that the association the astrologers established with the four
354
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basic elements is a way to make their calculations and predictions easier rather than something
that corresponds to reality. 358 In addition, Pico points out that not all astrological schools accepted
the number of twelve zodiac signs: the Chaldean astrologers, for instance, operated with eleven
signs.359 These inconsistencies between astrologers on this important aspect of their doctrine lead
Pico to conclude that every possible influence ascribed to a particular astrological image is nothing
more than the product of the astrologers’ imagination. According to him, there is no actual
mathematical or physical evidence that would justify the attribution of natural characteristics to
zodiac signs.360 He accuses Ptolemy and his less gifted followers of an unconvincing attempt to
connect the basic elements of the world with artificial and fictitious astrological images.
Apart from the images of the zodiac signs, Pico examines their compositional parts, the socalled decans. They are thirty-six astrological images, dividing an astrological circle into thirtysix equal parts, each of ten degrees. Hence, each sign of the Zodiac contains in se three decans.
The classical system of decans, which opened the large door for specification of astrological
predictions, went back to the Indian tradition and from there later expanded into the Islamic world,
not reaching the West until the twelfth century. 361 Pico’s main purpose here is to highlight the
divergences within the tradition regarding the number of decans and how they operated. He
wrongly attributed the origin of the doctrine to the Egyptians, 362 which allows him to argue that
the decan theory in India was different from its Egyptian version. 363 According to him, the
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Chaldeans created an additional astrological image, called dodecathemorius, which represents the
twelfth part of each sign of the Zodiac.364 The features of the decans and the dodecathemorii
remained unclear to astrologers for several centuries, causing additional confusion in the
astrological tradition. Abu Ma’shar was responsible, according to Pico, for the final astrological
development of the decan theory.
To discredit the doctrine, Pico attempted to prove that the invention of decans was not
established by the optimus malorum, i. e. Ptolemy, but by his followers. To achieve this, he also
questions the way the Centiloquium was interpreted by the commentators. Astrologers believed,
he states, that Ptolemy had introduced the concept in the ninety-fifth conclusion of the
Centiloquium.365 Pico, however, tried to demonstrate that the theory of decans emerged at a later
date. In his analysis of the ninety-fifth thesis, Pico resorts to the following tactics: he argues that
since the translation of this passage is full of errors, Haly Ibn Ridwan misunderstood it and wrongly
commented on it. Thus the Greek original term παρανατέλλοντα does not mean the same thing as
its corresponding Latin term decan. According to Pico, the Greek term refers to thirty-six celestial
images that do not belong to the Zodiac. 366 This can be confirmed by the practice of ancient
astrology.367 Due to the incorrect interpretation of this notion, other astrologers came to the
conclusion that Ptolemy shared their understanding of this astrological theory. Giovanni Pico
states that the decan theory was in fact first mentioned by Abu Ma‘shar, and thus long after
Ptolemy.368 Although other astrologers attempted to find traces of this theory in the writings of the
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author of the Tetrabiblos, they could not come to a consensus on how to use it.369 Having explored
the works of a number of astrological authorities, Pico concludes that they expressed the same idea
of decans through very different images. In his opinion, this divergence in understanding provides
strong evidence against the theory of decans. Finally, Pico argues that there is no physical evidence
that the decans exist: according to him, they too are celestial figures invented by astrologers. This
applies, according to Giovanni Pico, to other significant astrological images as well. Among them,
he singles out the tail and head of the Dragon, which do not have any particular physical effects
on the terrestrial world.370 These scary names are nothing but a convenient instrument for
astrologers. As usual, Pico does not miss an additional opportunity to pinpoint the divergence of
numerous astrologers on this particular topic.
Another central issue that Pico discusses in detail is the problem of the ‘new moon’, or the
‘full moon’, preceding the birth of a human being. The importance of this phenomenon for
astrological predictions was described in the Tetrabiblos.371 In the Disputationes, Giovanni Pico
rejects horoscopic astrology in general and attacks directly the doctrines of astrological houses and
their aspects.372 He questions the astrologers’ ability to determine exactly the time of a child’s
conception or birth, a central question in horoscopic astrology, not only because of its potential
theological, religious or scientific problems but because he thought that the problem of the ‘new
moon’, or the ‘full moon’, preceding the birth of a human being was not treated consistently in the
astrological tradition. Ptolemy had stated that the main challenge for the astrologer was to set the
rising degree of the Zodiac. The planet, associated with several types of influence on a fixed place
takes the name of ‘ruler’ and it is believed that its degree rises at the time of birth under the given
sign. If there are multiple ‘rulers’, the one which is closest to the rising degree should be taken into
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account. This doctrine, being the basis of natal predictions, is indispensable for making
horoscopes. Among astrologers, it is known as almuseli or animodar. Not all astrologers, however,
had accepted it: Giovanni Pico mentions that Abraham ibn Ezra identified fundamental flaws in
the Ptolemaic calculations.373 Many other well-known astrologers were in agreement with ibn Ezra
in their negation of the doctrine of animodar. Pointing to numerous contradictions between
Ptolemy and his followers, Giovanni Pico presents yet another example demonstrating the fallacy
of the Alexandrian astronomer’s theory. He proposes to consider two children born simultaneously
in two different cities. Their horoscopes should be different because the heavenly pattern would
not be the same for two different places; yet according to Ptolemy’s teaching, their horoscopes
must be identical, because they are preceded by the same ‘full moon’ and their ‘ruler’ thus must
also be the same, which is dubious.374 The name of the same ancient astronomer is also related to
other methods of producing horoscopes. For instance, astrologers attributed to him the opinion that
the position of the Moon during conception and birth are completely identical. This attribution is
based on a thesis found in the Centiloquium.375 In this regard, Giovanni Pico repeats his thesis that
the words of Ptolemy were misunderstood and misinterpreted by his followers. Astrologers believe
that the concurrence is correct up to a degree, but according to Ptolemy, it should be correct up to
the sign,376 which is fundamentally different from the erroneous assumption of those astrologers
who misunderstood him. Moreover, Pico turned to other texts by Ptolemy, first of all to the
Tetrabiblos, and did not find there any elements of such a doctrine.
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The Great Conjunctions, Abu Ma‘shar and ‘Other’ Astrologers

Finally, Pico identifies as a third major problem concerning the Centiloquium the so-called
theory of great conjunctions, which supposes that when the orbits of the planets meet at regular
intervals of 20, 240 or 960 years, important changes occur on earth. This theory goes back to the
Islamic tradition of astrology. First mentioned in the writings of Masha’Allah (known as Messala
in the Latin West), who was working in Baghdad during the eighth and early ninth centuries, it
was later adopted by the famous Arabic scholar al-Kindi and found its first full justification in Abu
Ma‘shar’s De magnis coniunctionibus.377 Al-Kindi, for instance, applied this theory to show that
it was possible to predict astrologically the birth of Muhammad. According to this description, the
conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn takes place every twenty years, while their conjunction in the
sign of Aries, forming a triangle, occurs every 240 years. The most powerful conjunction of all is
when Jupiter, Saturn, and Aries are in a single point of the sign of the Zodiac, which takes place
every 960 years and provokes great historical events such as changes of kingdoms, emergence of
new religions and birth of great prophets.378 Giovanni Pico, however, insists that astrologers
contradict each other on even the most basic elements of the theory. Thus, according to him,
Messala considered the great conjunction as a conjunction of three planets, Jupiter, Saturn, and
Mars, without pointing out its relation to any sign of the Zodiac (Aries in this specific respect). 379
Other astrologers used other signs than Aries to make astrological predictions, thus making it
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increasingly complex and difficult to apply the theory. 380 Emphasising his crucial argument
regarding the fundamental contradictions among main astrologers in astrological questions,
Giovanni Pico claims that the astrological calculations made to prove the theory of great
conjunctions are incorrect. To demonstrate this, Pico gives a series of examples. First, Abu
Ma’shar predicted that the end of Christianity would occur in 1460; he also predicted the rise of
Islam but the conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn calculated by Abu Ma’shar took place fifty years
prior to the actual formation of Islam.381 Secondly, Abraham the Jew predicted the advent of the
Messiah in 1464 on the basis of wrong calculations,382 and he also proposed an astrological
determination for the birth of Moses.383 As a final example, Giovanni Pico refers to the failed
attempt of Arnaldus de Villa Nova to predict the appearance of the Antichrist with the use of the
same great conjunctions theory. 384 Thus, exploring the religious application of the theory of great
conjunctions Pico does not accept it because the predicted events never occur and simultaneously
because the whole theory is based on misinterpretation.
After disproving this aspect of the theory, Pico argues that, contrary to what Ptolemy’s
followers stated, the theory of great conjunctions is not found in Ptolemy. Thus, he claims that in
the Tetrabiblos Ptolemy denied that the planets (in contrast to the Moon and the Sun) might cause
important events to occur on Earth.385 As regards the text of the Centiloquium, Giovanni Pico finds
himself in a difficult situation because several sections of this treatise mention the idea of the
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conjunctions of planets.386 Giovanni Pico once again underlines that the passages in question were
misinterpreted because of an incorrect translation.387 Furthermore, he states that Ptolemy only
recognised the influence of the combination of the Sun and the Moon, without even mentioning
the conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter (the conjunction that was central to the theory of great
conjunctions).388 With this, Giovanni Pico performs his main task: he outlines the inception of the
theory of great conjunctions, calling it ‘new’389 and arguing that in this matter Ptolemy and his
followers maintained completely different positions.
As mentioned above, Pico saw the history of the astrological tradition as an increasing and
progressive corruption of astrological/astronomical calculations and misinterpretation of
Ptolemy’s ideas. In this context, he demonstrates that Ptolemy’s followers are not real authorities
in astrological matters. In Pico’s narrative, the second ‘best among the worst’ astrologers was Abu
Ma’shar. Giovanni Pico questions his expertise in astrological matters, claiming that Abu Ma’shar
started his career teaching grammar and did not show any knowledge of astronomy and its related
disciplines.390 Giovanni Pico says that Abu Ma’shar refrained from writing on history and focused
solely on astrology; Pico’s statement, historically incorrect, clearly comes from his reading of Abu
Ma’shar’s De magnis coniunctionibus (‘On the Great Conjunctions’), in which the author tried to
compound history and astrology while commenting on the most remarkable events in the history
of mankind. Along with the De magnis coniunctionibus, Pico is familiar with another astrological
treatise by Abu Ma’shar, the Liber introductorii maioris ad scientiam iudiciorum astrorum. He
claims, however, that both texts only prove their author’s ignorance and accuses Abu Ma‘shar of
misinterpreting Ptolemy’s origin: in the Great Introduction to Astrology, Abu Ma’shar admitted
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that Ptolemy had been a member of the Egyptian royal family, which had succeeded Alexander
the Great in governing Egypt. Pico considered this sufficient proof of Abu Ma’shar’s ignorance in
astrological matters.391 At the same time, he mentions that there was an instance where the names
of Eastern astrological authorities were mixed up, a problem most medieval and Renaissance
thinkers had to deal with. He insists on the existence of two different Albumazars: a philosopher
and an astrologer. Due to a faulty translation, Pico states, the two of them had come to be
considered one and the same author, though the philosopher should be known under the name of
Abunazar, while the astrologer should be called Aboazar. 392 In Pico’s interpretation, Aboazar is
apparently identical with Abu Ma’shar (or Albumazar in the Latin West). The identification of the
remaining ‘Albumazar’ is unexpected: it seems to be the renowned philosopher al-Farabi, known
in the West as Alpharabius; his original name is Abū Naṣr Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad Fārābī.
The first part of this long name, Abū Naṣr, might have caused this misunderstanding. Interestingly,
this was not the only mention of al-Farabi in the whole corpus of Giovanni Pico’s texts: he also
referred to him in the Oratio de hominis dignitate.393 Pico’s very good knowledge of Arabic is
probably a myth; at least there is no evidence that he was able to read original Arabic texts without
assistance. Apart from Hebrew and Kabbalistic literature, Flavius Mithridates supposedly taught
Arabic to Giovanni Pico. Another possible assumption is that Pico could have started working
through original Arabic texts while in Padua, under the guidance Elia del Medigo. In any case,
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Pico’s real knowledge or, on the contrary, ignorance of Arabic needs to be supported with
additional documents. The passage in question provides no real evidence on this.
Another similar example deals with the name of a certain Abubater. According to Giovanni
Pico, one Abubater was a philosopher and the other wrote a treatise on astrology and horoscopes. 394
The only means to distinguish them is by their fathers: the former was the son of Al-Khaṣībī
(Alchasibi), while the latter was the son of Tofail. This case is more evident than the previous and
can be supported with some additional facts. Abū Bakr al-Hassan ibn al-Khasib, known in the
West under the name of Abubater or Albubat(h)er, wrote the De nativitatibus. The treatise Quo
quisque pacto per se philosophus evadat of Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn Tufail came
to the attention of Giovanni Pico in 1492. As Franco Bacchelli has shown, he or, more probably,
one of his professional translators, worked on the translation of the text, which Giovanni Pico
intended to adopt into his Kabbalistic discourse.395
Apart from the aforementioned astrologers, Giovanni Pico adds to his list a significant
number of others, including al-Kindi, Haly Abenragel, Abraham ibn Ezra, Omar or Umar, and
Masha’Allah. Pico’s knowledge of these authors and his close reading of their astrological writings
allow him to expose the contradictions within the astrological auctoritates’ writings. This indicates
that Pico had carefully considered these sources and developed a very detailed knowledge of
astrological writings, which allowed him to identify the way in which astrological ideas and
concepts circulated and were progressively corrupted. It should be noted, in this context, that one
of Pico’s opponents, the Sienese physician Lucio Bellanti, claimed that the Disputationes had been
written by someone who was ignorant of astrological matters. This claim caused Bellanti to
question the authenticity of Pico’s last treatise in the Responsiones in disputationes Ioannis Pici
adversus astrologos published in 1498. The list of numerous astrological authorities and consistent
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references to their writings reveal that Pico was not ignorant in astrological matters. However, his
use of astrological terms and polemical strategies was more problematic: by trying to find
contradictions among astrologers regarding the application of fundamental astrological principles,
in several cases, Giovanni Pico did not refrain from manipulating his sources and their content in
order to support his line of argumentation, to refute the main astrological authorities, and thus to
reject astrology as such.

Medieval Christian Astrologers and the Problem of Religion
in the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem

The question of religious implications of astrology was at the centre of Pico’s antiastrological debates. In the Disputationes, he opposed the idea that astrological practices could be
used in theological matters. In this context, Giovanni Pico sought to disprove the medieval authors
who attempted to apply the theory of great conjunctions in order to interpret vital dogmas and
episodes in Christian history. This was the reason for Pico’s negative attitude towards Roger Bacon
and Pierre d’Ailly, whom he accused of introducing astrological elements into Christian
theological matters.
In his analysis of medieval sources, Pico establishes a distinction between two ‘camps’ of
astrological and anti-astrological authorities. Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas belong to the
group of authors who, according to Pico, had rejected the possibility of using astrology to interpret
Christian dogmas. The inclusion of Albert the Great is surprising at first, since this author was well
known for his fascination for various magical disciplines. One reason for emphasising the
superiority of Thomas Aquinas and Albert the Great might be that they both belonged to the
Dominican order, to which also belonged Giovanni Pico’s mentor Girolamo Savonarola. This
might explain Pico’s negative attitude towards the Franciscan theologian and philosopher Roger
Bacon. Among other prominent medieval proponents of astrology, he also names Cardinal Pierre
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d’Ailly and the astrologer Guido Bonatti. The list included also other personalities, such as
Arnaldus de Villa Nova, mentioned above, or Pietro d’Abano.
Pico first attacks Guido Bonatti. According to him, Bonatti should be rejected because he
is ignorant in philosophical matters and is ‘delirious’ and ‘mad’.396 Pico accuses Bonatti of stating
numerous fallacies in his De iudiciis. Among Bonatti’s many flaws, Pico refutes his claim that
astrology is a key component of the quadrivium without which the whole education system would
be destroyed.397 But Pico does not explore the content of Bonatti’s astrological writings in depth.
It seems that for him only a few examples illustrate his opponents’ errors. The fact that Bonatti
was not involved in the philosophical and theological debates of his epoch makes it possible for
Pico not to take Bonatti’s views on astrology into particular consideration. In the Disputationes,
Bonatti is considered to be ‘just’ an astrologer, who pretended to incorporate false astrological
knowledge into the world of Christianity. That is why two other opponents, Roger Bacon and
Pierre d’Ailly, famous for their theological and philosophical work, attracted Pico’s primary
attention.
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Giovanni Pico avoids calling Roger Bacon and Pierre d’Ailly mad and insane; he even
acknowledges Pierre d’Ailly’s expertise in philosophical and theological matters.398 In fact, this is
precisely the weakness of Roger Bacon and Pierre d’Ailly: according to Pico, they did not have
sufficient expertise in astrological studies, and their error was to consider astrology as a handmaid
to religion. Thus, Giovanni Pico correctly repeats his opponents’ argument by claiming that Pierre
d’Ailly considered astrology harmful during the early centuries of the Christian era, when
Christianity had been establishing itself as the dominant religion, which, Pierre d’Ailly argues,
explained the anti-astrological attacks formulated in patristic literature.399 However, Pierre d’Ailly
adds that by the fourteenth century, religion no longer faces any threat and can therefore use
astrology as an instrument to serve Christian needs. Pico considers this way of combining Christian
theology and history with astrology as ‘false’ and ‘hateful’; he disapproves of it because it is
‘adverse to religion’.400 Pico then turns to Roger Bacon, whom he calls ‘the great supporter of
astrology’. Focusing on Bacon’s philosophical texts, rich in references to astrology, Pico admits
that his Franciscan opponent was under the influence of ignorant philosophers and their malign
doctrines.401 According to him, Roger falsely attributed various astrological writings to prominent
398
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thinkers of previous periods in order to increase the authority and importance of these treatises. To
prove this point, Pico wrongly attributes the treatise On the Seven Arts to Severianus, against
Bacon’s correct attribution of the treatise to Cassiodorus. 402 It is the sole example of Roger Bacon’s
hypothetical manipulation with sources, mentioned in the Disputationes. It is possible that Pico’s
accusation of Roger Bacon was nothing but a rhetorical strategy, which corresponds quite well
with his method of deconstructing the ‘astrological tradition’.
Pico’s main reason for opposing Roger Bacon and Pierre d’Ailly was their fascination for
the theological application of the theory of great conjunctions. He admits two ways of using this
doctrine: first, through the calculation of great conjunctions to explore the history of religion from
Adam to Christ;403 secondly, through the use of astrological techniques to confirm the predictions
of Biblical prophets.404 Pico was familiar with Pierre d’Ailly’s attempts to reconcile astrology with
theology based on an astrologically oriented reading of Psalm 18 Coeli enarrant gloriam Dei405.
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As was mentioned above, this Psalm had played an important role in the development of Pico’s
astrological views. On the other hand, the astrological reading of the Psalm was the basis for Pierre
d’Ailly’s demonstration that astrology and theology were in agreement in his Vigintiloquium de
concordia astronomice veritatis cum theologia.406 In Pico’s opinion, this writing is full of errors,
which force him to remember the words of Saint Paul about the ‘concord’ between Christ and
Belial.407 Pico also criticises Pierre d’Ailly for reconciling astrological practices and the
interpretation of historical events in the De concordantia astronomie veritatis et narrationis
historice, a point, which, as we have seen above, Pico uses to reject Islamic astrologers. In the
astrological compendium, the Elucidarium astronomice concordie cum theologica et historica
veritate, Pierre d’Ailly sought to summarise his views on the subject but, in Pico’s opinion, did
not succeed in avoiding several significant errors; thus, he predicted the next great conjunction to
take place in 1465, i. e. in 61 years after the completion of the Elucidarium. He, however, did not
mention and obviously did not know that the previous great conjunction had taken place in 1365.408
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As usual in the Disputationes, silence becomes a valid argument against Pico’s opponents: as
regards Pierre d’Ailly, the cardinal’s silence makes it possible to accuse him of a total ignorance
of astrological/astronomical calculations. Enumerating his major criticisms against Roger Bacon
and Pierre d’Ailly, Pico insists that astrology has nothing in common with history and especially
religion.409 After this general introduction, the author of the Disputationes proceeds to analyse
particular examples illustrating how medieval Christian astrologers intended to reconcile these
various fields of knowledge.
In this section, Pico lists a number of astrological examples, which, in his opinion,
contradict religion and hence must be severely disclaimed by Christians. As the most remarkable
case, he refers to the idea that Christianity, being a religion of Jupiter, received its basics from both
Christ and Mercurius, and got its purity thanks to the astrologically interpreted Virgin, i.e. Virgo
as an astrological sign. 410 He refutes Guido Bonatti’s supposition that Christ based his advice to
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the apostles not to return Judea on astrological calculations. 411 He also rejects Roger Bacon’s
suggestion to celebrate Saturday rather than Sunday in accordance with Jewish tradition, as it is
the day governed by Saturn – a planet that prescribes abstinence from all activity.412 Curiously,
Pico seems to forget his own piece of advice to reconcile Jewish tradition of the Sabbath
celebration with Christian needs expressed in the 900 Conclusiones.413
The astrologers’ second significant error concerns false mathematical calculations of great
conjunctions. Basing his calculations on the Islamic astrological treatises, Pierre d’Ailly counts
5344 years from the Creation to Christ. This long period can be divided into two shorter ones:
2242 years from Adam to the Deluge and 3102 years from the Deluge to Christ. 414 The number of
2242 years springs from two main sources: Abu Ma’shar’s De magnis coniunctionibus, with its
2226 years between the events, and Eusebius of Caesarea, who advised to subtract sixteen years
from the result of astronomical calculations to get the exact number of years dividing Adam from
the Deluge.415 Here Pico refutes Pierre d’Ailly by manipulating the sources. He argues incorrectly
that the number of years is not 2226: he refers to 2228 years (a number allegedly taken from Abu
Ma’shar De magnis coniunctionibus), and comes to his usual conclusion that astrologers could not
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agree with each other on key points of their doctrine.416 Pico’s incorrect use of sources seems to
be evident. Moreover, he admits that the number of years between the two main events of the Old
Testament is 1556, although the method of his calculations remains unclear.417 Alfonso the Great
and Abu Ma’shar proposed a different number – 3102 years from the Deluge to Christ;418 in this
case, Pico denies any validity to mathematical and astronomical calculations and refers back to
historical writings.419 According to him, the texts of early Christian authors, along with some other
sources, prove that only 2300 years passed between the Deluge and Christmas. 420 He adds that he
is working on a special treatise on the subject entitled the De vera temporum supputatione. There
is no other evidence of such a project. The passage in the Disputationes is the sole record of this
either unfinished or prospective treatise.421
As for the religious applications of the great conjunctions theory, Pico definitely rejects
any astrological interpretation of the formation of different religions. Commenting on the birth of
Christ as well as on Muhammad and the diffusion of Islam, he firmly denies the notion that these
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events might have been dictated by the planets.422 In a similar way, he opposes the idea of
astrological correspondence between planets and religions. According to this doctrine, Jupiter and
Saturn correspond to the Jewish religion, Mars – to the Chaldeans who worshipped the fire, the
Sun – to the Egyptians, Venus – to the Saracens, Mercury – to the Christians; and the Moon
corresponds to the coming Antichrist.423 For Pico, the doctrine in question is the result of the
‘admirable science of astrologers’,424 which lacks proofs and provokes further contradictions
among astrologers as regards exact correspondences between particular planets and particular
religions. He accuses Pierre d’Ailly and Roger Bacon of accepting it and introducing into Christian
theology.
To them, Pico opposes Thomas Aquinas and Albert the Great. As we will see, Thomas
Aquinas is used primarily to confirm Pico’s natural philosophical arguments against astrology.
Together with Aristotle and Augustine, Thomas is central to the views Pico develops in Book III
of the Disputationes. In addition, Pico claims that Thomas became a hostage of the astrologers’
attempt to attribute several magical texts to his legacy; thus, Pico mentions a certain treatise De
necromanticis imaginibus.425 In a similar way, Pico adds, astrologers sought to manipulate other
sources of spurious origin: he questions the authorship of numerous treatises, ascribed to
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Aristotle,426 Plato,427 Ovid,428 and Ptolemy429. In his opinion, Jerome never commented on magical
texts,430 and gnostics intended to present their texts as written by Zoroaster in order to legitimise
their discipline.431
The name of the second influential Dominican doctor, Albert the Great, is extremely
important in the context of historiographic debates concerning the authorship of the famous
Speculum astronomiae. The Speculum astronomiae is one of the most influential magical and
astrological texts in the Latin Middle Ages. Composed around 1260, the Speculum intended to
defend astrology as an important discipline within a Christian context. Its authorship remains
unclear. Over the years, it was ascribed to Albert the Great, though in some cases such attribution
was debated.432 In 1992, Paola Zambelli published a critical edition of the Speculum astronomiae
with a detailed and detailed introduction.433 The Italian scholar came to the conclusion that Albert
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the Great had composed the Speculum in response to the discussions at the University of Paris
concerning the status of astrology. In addition, Zambelli established a connection between Albert’s
original writings and some important passages in defence of astrology found in the Speculum. In
2001, Agostino Paravicini Bagliani published his ‘anti-Zambellian’ book Le Speculum
Astronomiae, une énigme? Enquête sur les manuscrits, in which he discussed in detail the
manuscript tradition of the Speculum throughout the Middle Ages. 434 Paravicini Bagliani showed
that the attribution of the treatise to Albert the Great was well-established by the fourteenth
century, while the treatise remained anonymous in earlier versions of the Speculum. Paravicini
Bagliani’s conclusion is of a great importance, but his further attempt to ascribe the Speculum to
the legacy of the thirteenth-century astronomer, mathematician and astrologer Campanus of
Novara is not supported by sufficient evidence. Some time after the publication of Agostino
Paravicini Bagliani’s work, Nicolas Weill-Parot published his fundamental book on medieval and
Renaissance talismanic magic.435 Trying to keep aloof from historiographic and manuscript
debates between Paravicini Bagliani and Zambelli, he, however, seems to have confirmed the
authorship of Albert the Great through analysing the similarities between the representation of
astrological images in Albert’s known writings and the Speculum. Scott Hendrix’s recent book on
the subject does not express any doubts about the authorship of the Speculum.436
What is striking is that the fame and authority of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola played a
crucial role in the debates on the attribution of the Speculum. In the Disputationes adversus
astrologiam divinatricem, Pico mentions the treatise twice in the context of astrological interests
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of medieval Christian thinkers. According to several modern scholars, in the passages in question,
Pico attributed the authorship of the Speculum to Roger Bacon rather than to Albert the Great.437
However, both the context and the content of Pico’s references to the Speculum need to be
clarified; for instance, modern commentators of the passage do not pay attention to the clerical
implication of Pico’s words and his tendency to emphasise the importance of the Dominican order.
It is also worth noting that the Disputationes should not be regarded as a response to or an antiastrological commentary on the techniques described in the Speculum. Pico’s controversial use of
sources reveals that opposing particular texts or astrologically oriented authors was not his
intention. In the Disputationes, various texts could play an ambivalent role depending on the main
purpose of its author. The case of the Speculum seems to be illustrative.
To clarify Pico’s position on the Speculum, it is crucial to provide two full quotations from
the Disputationes, which concern the problem of the Speculum astronomiae. The first one
confirms that numerous books were attributed to Albert, perhaps, falsely:

If someone opposes to me Albert, the excellent theologian and, nevertheless, an opponent
of astrology, I would remind you that numerous books are attributed to Albert, which in fact he
did not write. We dealt with this above. If you happen to mention the book On Licit and Illicit
Books, where he rejected magicians but recognised astrologers, I respond that many people ascribe
it to Albert. However, neither Albert himself nor the title of this book confirm it precisely, because
the author, whoever he was, purposely and in accordance with his studies kept back his name.
Why? Because in this book a learned and good Christian can learn a lot of dishonorable things, of
how to create astrological images, through which it is possible to make unlucky and unfortunate
not even a single person, but a whole city; or of magical books, which should not be rejected as,
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perhaps, they may become useful for the Church in the future.438 It completely contradicts the
decree of the Church, which ordered to burn and decisively destroy them, wherever they would be
found. In fact, why is it useful to keep the books that it would have been better not to write at all?
At least, either Albert did not write it, or, if he wrote it, it must be said with the Apostle: ‘In these
things, I praise him, in this I do not’.439

Modern scholars often refer to the following passage, while trying to prove that Pico believed in
Roger Bacon’s authorship of the Speculum astronomiae:

There is also a remarkable letter, which, however, our Roger often quoted in the Letter to
Clement. It almost forces us to trust his short treatise entitled On the Errors in the Study of

438

Zambelli, The Speculum astronomiae and its Enigma, pp. 270–72: ‘De libris vero necromanticis sine praeiudicio

melioris sententiae videtur, magis quod debeant reservari quam destrui: tempus enim forte iam prope est, quo propter
quasdam causas quas modo taceo eos saltem occasionaliter proderit inspexisse, nihilominus tamen ab ipsorum usu
caveant sibi inspectores eorum’.
439

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Disputationes, I, I, p. 94: ‘Quod, si mihi opponas Albertum, theologum

praestantissimum, fautorem tamen astrologorum, admonebo te primum multa referri in Albertum quae Alberti non
sunt, quod et supra tetigimus; tum, si mihi forte obicias librum de licitis et illicitis, in quo reicit quidem magos,
astronomicos autem probat auctores, respondebo existimari quidem a multis esse illud opus Alberti, sed nec ipsum
Albertum, nec libri inscriptionem usquequaque hoc significare, cum auctor ipse, quicumque demum fuerit, nomen
suum consulto et ex professo dissimulet. Quid? Quod in eo multa leguntur indigna homine docto et bono christiano,
qualia illa sunt, imagines fieri posse quibus etiam non unus homo, sed una etiam civitas tota vel infelix fiat, vel
infortunata; tum non esse magicos libros abiciendos, qui Ecclesiae utiles futuri aliquando sint. Est enim hoc plane
adversum iudicio ipsius Ecclesiae quae illos, ubi locorum fuerint inventi, uri iubet et prorsus exterminari; nam qua
ratione utile erit servare integros libros, quos utillimum erat numquam esse conscriptos? Quae utique, aut non scripsit
Albertus aut, si scripsit, dicendum est cum Apostolo: «In iis laudo; in hoc non laudo’. Cf.: I Corinthians 11.22. The
quotation from Saint Paul’s Epistle is incomplete.

151

Theology.440 In the first part, he accuses our theologians of looking for the confirmation of religious
secrets in the writings of Aristotle and other philosophers instead than drawing on the writings of
the following authors: Ethicus, Artephius, Ovid’s De vetula and similar poets. The book is
attributed to Albert, which is absolutely false, as he never mentioned such a nonsense in his
theological writings. It must be deservedly ascribed to Bacon; his other writings based on the
testimonies and predictions of the mentioned authors clearly show what opinion he had on it
[astrology].441

As is seen from the second passage, and contrary to modern interpretations, Pico does not
actually mention that the text to be attributed to Roger Bacon is the Speculum astronomiae. Instead,
Pico examines the astrological implications of Roger Bacon’s De viciis contractis in studio
theologie, which Pico argues was mistakenly attributed to Albert the Great. A close reading of this
passage indicates that Pico cannot be used in support of the thesis that the Speculum astronomiae
was spurious.
The first passage presents a more difficult case. It shows that Pico was aware that the
authenticity of the work had been questioned. The passage itself reveals Pico’s own doubts; a
rhetorical figure with the use of the Biblical text, from Saint Paul’s Epistle, is intended to prove
the innocence of Albert if he, indeed, was a real author of the Speculum astronomiae. Recognising
the highest status of the Dominican doctor, Pico leaves some room for critical remarks; he admits,
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though, that to err is human even for the most prominent authorities in philosophical and
theological disciplines. Pico appears to be more lenient towards Albert than he was towards Pierre
d’Ailly or Roger Bacon. In any case, both excerpts give no grounds to conclude that in the
Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem Pico actually considered Roger Bacon to be the
author of the Speculum astronomiae.
To conclude, the question of religious implications of astrology was at the centre of Pico’s
anti-astrological debates. He obviously opposed the idea of using astrology in theological and
philosophical contexts. Contrasting two different groups of medieval theologians, one proastrological, another anti-astrological, Pico shows two opposite approaches to the problem within
scholasticism. However, his views on Thomas Aquinas and especially on Albert the Great were
not only determined by a careful examination of the sources but also by his orientation towards
the Dominican order at the final stage of his career. This explains the apology of Albert’s
admiration for various magical and astrological practices and Pico’s controversial attitude to the
text of the Speculum astronomiae. At the same time, Pico is merciless in his criticism of medieval
astrologers. The most ruthless attacks are directed against Roger Bacon and Pierre d’Ailly, whom
he accused of introducing astrological elements into Christian theological discourse.

Conclusion

To summarise, in the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem, dealing with the
history of astrology, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola focused on three treatises of Claudius
Ptolemy, subjecting them to scrutiny and criticism. In this discussion, Ptolemy appears as a major
astrological authority who laid the foundations of astrological theories and practices, largely
distorted in the subsequent tradition. In his intention to reconsider Ptolemy’s legacy, Pico aims to
present in a systematic way how the astrological tradition developed over time as a progressively
corrupt set of doctrines based on misinterpretation and mistranslation of Ptolemy’s work, as well
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as an incomplete knowledge of the sources and their contexts. However, this did not lead Pico to
advocate a return to a purified Ptolemy, as he had done for Plato and Aristotle in the De ente et
uno. For Pico, astrology is a dangerous superstition, and Ptolemy remains ‘the best among the
worst’. As we have seen, Pico demonstrates this in Books I and II of the Disputationes by showing
the incompatibility of astrology with philosophy and religion. At the same time, unlike most of his
predecessors, he did not limit himself to these polemical issues. Pico devoted two thirds of the
Disputationes to a careful treatment of astrological texts, practices, and techniques, and combined
theological or philosophical arguments against astrology with a systematic criticism of its practical
side. The ways in which Pico interpreted his sources, resorting to some manipulations with texts
and terms, shed light on his polemical strategies. Over his itinéraire philosophique, Pico did not
refrain from distorting philosophical doctrines to defend his thesis, as we have seen in the case of
the Conclusiones and the De ente et uno. The same holds true for the Disputationes. The
ambivalent use of sources in the Disputationes is of a great interest, specifically in the context of
Pico’s intellectual laboratory. Criticising the ‘Ptolemaic’ foundation of astrological predictions,
Giovanni Pico intends to strike a serious blow at the whole of astrological science. He reveals
numerous discrepancies in the interpretations of identical concepts by different astrologers. A lot
of such cases are associated with Ptolemaic terminology, which was misunderstood by his
successors. According to Giovanni Pico, this inconsistency in applying concepts and practices is
an additional argument against astrology. By rejecting the heritage of Ptolemy, who was by far the
most influential astrologer and astronomer in history, and his commentators, Pico achieved his
main purpose – that of undermining the very foundations of astrology.
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Chapter V
Back to Aristotle?
Natural Philosophy in the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem

In the previous chapters, Giovanni Pico’s philosophical arguments against astrology almost
remain in shadow. My primary task was to show Pico’s use of sources, his attack on practical
aspects of astrology, and the controversial religious background of astrological predictions. This
chapter in turn deals with Pico’s natural philosophy and his interpretation of celestial influences
upon the physical world. I also intend to focus on how Pico represents two main celestial bodies,
the Sun and the Moon, especially in comparison with other planets and stars; the question of the
philosophical context of Pico’s ideas and the development of his natural philosophical views will
be discussed as well.
Throughout his treatise Pico confirms that celestial impulses influence the terrestrial world;
thus, as he claims in Book III of the Disputationes, his aim is not to reject the fact that celestial
spheres somehow affect the terrestrial world but to differentiate “true” natural effects and “false”
astrological speculations based on incorrect natural philosophical arguments. He states that the
spheres operate by two main categories through which they influence the terrestrial world, namely
motion and light, supplemented with heat. 442 According to Pico, astrology contradicts the main
idea of causality: assuming that heaven influences the world, astrologers labelled it as a universal
cause, which is responsible not only for natural effects but also for the intellectual and mental
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formation of each individual.443 Pico does not doubt that celestial impulses can provoke certain
natural phenomena or affect one’s health.444 However, he claims that the astrologers’ doctrine of
universal cause is in conflict with two fundamental ideas. First, it completely ignores the individual
causes of natural phenomena, which even if they depend on a more general universal cause
determine in their turn the individual effects and differences within one species.445 In order to
prove this notion, Pico refers to an example of two people born on the same day, at the same time
and under the same position of celestial spheres whose lives cannot be identical due to the
individual causes.446
Secondly, he accuses astrologers of ascribing their fundamental idea of the universal cause
to Aristotle. Pico’s main intention in Book III of the Disputationes is thus to purify Aristotle from
443
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what he sees as subsequent and erroneous astrological interpretations. As we have seen from the
previous chapters, Pico applied the method in question while deconstructing the astrological
tradition and the prisca theologia concept. Without a doubt, he was familiar with another tradition
– the one according to which astrology was founded upon Aristotle’s philosophy. Although most
of the texts that gave rise to the diffusion of astrology in medieval Europe were falsely attributed
to Aristotle, until Pico’s time the notion that astrological speculations were based upon an
Aristotelian vision of the world was still widespread. Thus, in Book III when analysing the celestial
influences provoked by motion and light, Pico addresses the question of the authenticity of
Aristotle’s thought on that topic and its subsequent distortion within the astrological tradition. We
have already seen how critical Pico was of Ptolemy’s attempt to comment on Aristotle in the
Almagest. The third book of the Disputationes presents a significantly expanded argument against
these attempts.
Pico’s polemical strategy determines his arguments. Apart from saying that the idea of
multiple individual causes dates back to Aristotle and another central authority, Augustine, who is
considered as the main Christian thinker in the Disputationes, Pico bases the whole discourse about
the first of his major natural philosophical categories, celestial motion, only on Aristotle’s
Physics.447 He generally remains within a traditional natural philosophical framework claiming
that the world is governed by the prime mover, which gives its impulses through circular motion
and light. Considering the way in which the stars and other celestial bodies move, Pico gives an
overview of astrological sources and, as he had done previously, applies his usual method, which
consists of identifying contradictions among astrologers. He claims that astrologers failed to
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explain the nature and difference of the stars’ motion.448 To a variety of opinions on the subject,
he opposes the only solution that he finds reliable, the one in Aristotle’s On the Heavens:449 the
stars receive the impulse for moving from the prime mover and each star’s motion is permanent
and is determined by its importance within the system of the universe. 450 Pico says that all these
notions are fundamental and indisputable, and rejecting any of them contradicts the essence of
natural philosophy.
While the problem of motion seems to be considered exclusively within the Aristotelian
framework, Pico’s analysis of the second philosophical category, celestial light, represents an
entirely different case. As we have seen earlier, the question of celestial light was important for
Pico in his previous writings, especially in the Heptaplus and the Expositiones in Psalmos. The
analysis of Book III of the Disputationes gives new evidence on the development of his views in
this respect.
As John Finamore has pointed out, the nature of light posed a dilemma for Neoplatonists,
who were committed to the view that the teachings of Plato and Aristotle had been consistent with
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each other.451 In the Timaeus, Plato states that light is corporeal, while according to Aristotle it is
incorporeal. Among the Neoplatonists, who discussed the nature of light, Proclus alone claimed
that it was corporeal, while Plotinus and others insisted on its incorporeality. For us, the central
figure among Neoplatonists is Iamblichus who, according to Finamore, did not explicitly discuss
the nature of light, but in some of his writings, first of all in the De mysteriis Aegyptiorum,
presented his theory of light as a compromise between the Platonic and Aristotelian theories.
The De mysteriis Aegyptiorum appeared to be an important source for late fifteenth-century
Florentine thinkers. Pico’s elder colleague Marsilio Ficino started translating Iamblichus in
1488.452 Although his paraphrase of the De mysteriis was ready by the beginning of 1489, it was
for the first time published in 1497 by Aldus Manutius. However, the later publication does not
mean that Ficino’s work was not known before 1497: after completing his translation, Ficino
himself sent its versions to some of his colleagues and patrons. Giovanni Pico settled down in
Florence in 1488, immediately entered the Florentine intellectual life and despite some tensions
remained close to Ficino. He should therefore have been familiar with Ficino’s work. He also
owned some of the manuscripts with which Ficino was working while preparing his translation
and commentary on the De mysteriis.453
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Ficino too in his turn contributed to the problem of celestial light. 454 Leaving aside the
theological dimension of celestial light that Ficino developed mostly in two treatises, the De amore
and the De lumine, I intend to focus on Ficino’s interpretation of astrological light and the ways it
operates, influences the terrestrial world and combines with matter. In order to do so, I will analyse
two texts by Ficino, the De Sole and the commentary on Iamblichus’ De mysteriis Aegyptiorum.455
I will show that the latter can be considered as an alternative to the De Sole and represents a
different approach to the problem of light in Ficino’s late works.
In the introduction to the De Sole, written in 1492, Ficino claims that his book is allegorical
and does not intend to comment on the whole essence of the Christian religion, but to examine the
similarities between Platonic and ancient theologians’ mysteries, on the one hand, and Christianity,
on the other.456 The Sun receives the most honourable place in the universe, and, according to
Ficino, gives its divine impulse to physical effects. It operates through rays and light – the formula
typical for the European astrological tradition after al-Kindi’s De radiis – and cooperates with
other planets and celestial bodies in order to create the harmony of the universe. Ficino shows a
deep knowledge of medieval astrology, including the Islamic tradition. He is obviously familiar
with Abu Ma’shar’s theory of great conjunctions and his decan doctrine, as well as with notions
that were less disseminated, such as the correspondence between the Sun, the Moon and other
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planets termed almugea in the Islamic tradition.457 In the likeness of God, the Sun produces two
types of celestial light, and its intelligible form is reflected, as in the mirror in the second –
physical – form, which, despite its nature, retains the essence of divine light.458 Because of its
incorporeal nature and origin, this light does not involve the use of judicial astrology but manifests
how through its universal penetration God operates in the physical world.
Ficino’s developed this doctrine over a long period. Some of its traces can already be found
in his letter to Cavalcanti Comparatio Solis ad Deum composed in 1479.459 Inspired by two
primary sources, namely Neoplatonism and medieval astrological tradition, it gives Ficino an
opportunity to expand the theological interpretation of the similarities between the Christian God
and the Sun seen within a Neoplatonic framework, and explain in terms of medieval astrology the
practical influences that the Sun/God has on the terrestrial world. To clarify the interactions
between the two worlds in the most famous of his astrological writings, the De vita, Ficino
introduces the notion of spiritus, which contains in se divine logoi spermatikoi and through them
operates within the mundane world.460 Moreover, Ficino does not limit himself to comparing
Christ to the Neoplatonic Sun but goes as far as to claim that the “small” Sun, the Moon is regina
coelestium, thus clearly referring to the Christian “Queen of Heaven” or Mary. 461
The commentary on Iamblichus’ De mysteriis Aegyptiorum generally follows the doctrine
of celestial influences described in Ficino’s previous works. At the same time, it represents a
different approach to the same issue as it focuses on the reconciliation of Neoplatonic intelligible
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light and its physical form with matter, the issue that Giovanni Pico tried to solve in the Heptaplus
and the Expositiones in Psalmos.
In the commentary to the De mysteriis, Ficino states that miracles and prophetic powers of
every sort cannot derive from heavenly virtues; they must be caused by divine inspiration. The
celestial virtues are responsible in principle for natural effects, because they are provided with the
power of light. Following Iamblichus, Ficino ascribes to light and its natural consequence, calor
(heat), a dominant impact upon natural things.462 In Iamblichus, the lowest of these light powers
is physical and concerned with the realm of generation. The first class of physical powers has its
source in entities above the physical gods, namely the noetic forms and the noeric seminal reasons.
These powers are, therefore, equivalent to divine illumination, whose source is also noetic and
noeric. The second class of physical powers is, however, quite different. Its source is perceptible,
it is more immediately involved in the realm of generation, and proceeds by effluences from visible
gods. Ficino generally follows the structure of Iamblichus’ hierarchy of different kinds of light,
making the lowest and the middle ones accessible for human contemplation, though the third level
is considered divine. In terms of Ficino’s doctrine of celestial light, this means that by going
through the two lowest levels heavenly light penetrates the terrestrial and without losing its divine
nature acquires physical dimension; thus, it mixes with matter and because of this mixture can
change the ways in which it produces certain influences. In Chapter X of his commentary on the
De mysteriis Ficino makes his theory clear: even despite its incorporeal character, the divine light
can be combined with physical reality in order to produce terrestrial effects through mutatio. Such
a mixture of the eternal and incorporeal with the temporary and corporeal is responsible for the
generation of natural effects and because of the possibility of mutatio eliminates any deterministic
opportunities. In that way, Ficino develops Iamblichus’ argument on the compromise between the
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two schools on the nature of celestial light. In his commentary on the De mysteriis Ficino tried to
reconcile the notion of incorporeal light mostly taken from Plotinus’ teaching, with Aristotelian
physics. Thus, the analysis of Ficino’s work clearly reveals that around the same time both Ficino
and Pico worked on the same philosophical problem. We do not still have enough evidence to
conclude that Pico had an opportunity to familiarise himself with Ficino’s particular argument on
the reconciliation of light with matter. Moreover, this does not also mean that they influenced each
other: despite some similarities, their theories differ. However, with some significant
methodological and polemical changes, Pico proposes a similar theory of celestial influences and
their combination with matter in the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem.
The name of Iamblichus appears in the Disputationes only once. Thus, in Book III
Iamblichus and the reconciliation of Platonism and Aristotle do not appear to be among Pico’s
main philosophical interests. Moreover, he bases the whole discourse on celestial light exclusively
on Aristotle, whom he tries to separate from what the astrologers made of him in their own theories.
At the same time, however, the structure of celestial influences in the Disputationes echoes
Ficino’s mixed solution.
Putting aside the divine providence and the miracles produced in accordance with God’s
will, in Book III Pico focuses on the natural effects of celestial light. He claims that motion, light
and heat are three fundamental qualities through which the celestial spheres operate and produce
natural effects. While, according to Aristotle on whose teaching Pico relies, motion gives a first
impulse, ‘perfect and celestial’ light and heat that ‘penetrate, warm up and govern upon
everything’ are responsible for creating the environment suitable for life and further generation. 463
As divine attributes, the three qualities are permanent and universal per se; however, when they
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come into contact with matter and produce natural effects they are subject to change: for instance,
heat can be transformed into cold.464 Pico claims that according to this universal principle, heaven
produces only the three fundamental qualities, while individual causes determine all their
modifications by chance. Pico’s conclusion is reminiscent of a famous theological doctrine
according to which evil must be considered not as a universal principle but as a lack of universal
and primordial good. To prove the theological dimension of his argument on the universal
character of light and heat, Pico refers to Thomas Aquinas. 465 Thus, the astrological doctrine
opposes both theology and natural philosophy personified in Book III of the Disputationes by the
names of Thomas Aquinas and Aristotle respectively.
Pico claims that astrologers do not recognise these three fundamental principles of natural
philosophy. First, in his opinion, they do not acknowledge that the rays operate accidentally and
only through the three principles mentioned above, and therefore do not depend on the position of
spheres or planets. This assumption leads Pico to conclude that, whenever all the effects are of
accidental nature, astrology has no natural philosophical grounds. According to Pico, the opposite
would contradict experience and the teaching of Aristotle and other authorities.466 Secondly,
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astrologers ignore Aristotle’s teaching on matter according to which natural effects are provoked
only by a combination of light/heat with matter that accepts the celestial influences and somehow
accidentally modifies them.467 Finally, Pico adds that only two celestial bodies, the Sun and the
Moon, are able to produce powerful influences upon the physical world.468 With reference to
Aristotle (and with no usual reference to Ptolemy) Pico calls the Moon the Sun’s ‘younger brother’
pointing to the exceptional position of the two celestial bodies. 469 At the same time, Pico says,
astrologers attributed to Aristotle a theory according to which all the planets have identical nature
and thus produce identical influences. In order to reject this supposition, Pico deconstructs the proastrological reading of Aristotle’s On the Heavens claiming that although the Stagirite confirms
that by their own nature all the planets and stars can produce certain influences, it does not mean
that their influences are identical.470 Commenting on the same passages from Aristotle’s treatise,
Pico reinterprets them in a non-astrological way. He declares that the planets per se can have
identical powers, but in fact, their productivity varies due to additional causes. He distinguishes
three primary causes: size, density and proximity to Earth. 471 Depending on these factors, the
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influence of each celestial body becomes stronger or weaker. Pico adds that due to the rotation of
planets or stars, the angle and, therefore, the intensity of their radiation can change too.
Considering the variety of factors that determine the power of celestial radiation, Pico concludes
that the Sun and the Moon only are in a position to produce effective and strong influences on the
physical world; even though other planets and stars are much bigger than the Sun and the Moon,
they are too far away from Earth, which reduces their power.472 Thus, Pico points to another
mistake of astrologers who, in his opinion, misunderstood Aristotle; by deconstructing previous
interpretations of this passage from Aristotle’s On the Heavens and reinterpreting it in accordance
with his primary polemical strategy, Pico achieves his purpose of purifying Aristotle from
subsequent astrological speculations and of demonstrating that there is no philosophical basis for
a belief in astrology.
These features – a detailed description of the mechanism of celestial influences through the
combination of ‘perfect’ light with matter, a clear orientation towards Aristotelian physics, an
attack on astrology from both theological and natural philosophical perspectives – form the basis
of Pico’s natural philosophical arguments against astrology. They correspond to Pico’s main
polemical strategy to return ad fontes expressed in other parts of the Disputationes: he intends to
restore what he sees as the true meaning of the philosophical and theological texts, which were
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distorted by astrologers in order to give their discipline more authority. Pico’s conclusion is that
astrology has nothing in common with natural philosophy and is based exclusively on astrologers’
‘false’ theories and calculations.
Apart from the general philosophical perspective, to support his argument, Pico refers to a
number of practical examples. He claims that astrologers falsely attribute several natural effects to
the influence of the Sun and the Moon. He refutes their opinion by using two polemical methods:
again, he reminds us of the discrepancies, contradictions and inconsistencies within the
astrological tradition concerning all major theoretical problems; he also indicates that astrologers
often ascribe astrological causes to natural phenomena, whilst, according to Pico, most of the
astrological concepts are at variance with natural philosophy and experimental knowledge. These
cases include seasonal illnesses473 and the change of seasons.474 He firmly rejects the idea that the
traditional fields of human activity connected to the observations of the Sun – navigation, medicine
and agriculture – can be subject to astrological speculation.475 In a similar way, he opposes the socalled ‘Lunar’ astrology claiming that all the influences provoked by the Moon are of accidental
nature.476 He purifies the legacy of Hesiod in whose writings astrologers sought to find some
ground for their predictions.477 As for Galen, Pico accuses the ancient physician of acknowledging
some elements of Lunar astrology, but at the same time, Pico points at the misunderstanding of
Galen’s teaching among subsequent medico-astrologers.478 He also adds that other prominent
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physicians, namely Hippocrates and Avicenna, contrasted with Galen and never accepted
astrological speculation.479 Finally, the most significant practical example with which Pico intends
to demonstrate the fallacy of astrology deals with the problem of tides.
As is well known, two famous interpretations of tides are by Galileo Galilei and Isaac
Newton, but the origin of this natural phenomenon was hotly discussed before the publication of
Galileo’s Dialogo.480 We still do not have enough evidence about ancient representations of tides;
at least, none of the theories were supported without some reservation. According to some studies,
the primary source of the ancient theories of tides is Pliny the Elder who strongly influenced all
medieval authors concerned with natural history. In his Naturalis Historia Pliny states that an
interaction between the Sun and the Moon on the basis of the fortnightly cycles causes the tides,
but he does not go into much detail and gives no explicit explanation for the fortnightly cycle.
In the Middle Ages, many explanations for tidal motions were put forward. Some of them
had a clear astrological background and were introduced in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries due
to the transmission of Islamic knowledge in the West. As Lucio Russo has pointed out, there were
three main tidal theories in the Middle Ages. The first one admitted the existence of underwater
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chasms, which periodically drew in and forced out the water, and thus in analogy with breathing
in an animal caused the movement of the tide due to certain natural rules. The second theory, also
of more physical nature, attributed tides to, among other things, the action of rivers and winds, the
salinity of the sea water or the natural heat of deep water. Finally, the third,
astronomical/astrological theory was based on a recognition of the correlation between tides,
diurnal rotation and the Lunar cycle (although such explanations could also assign roles to the Sun
and, possibly, to other heavenly bodies). It dated back to Abu Ma’shar’s Liber introductorii
maioris ad scientiam iudiciorum astrorum and thus received a strong astrological dimension. The
theory was widely accepted in medieval Europe and gave rise to new interpretations of tidal
motions. At the same time, Abu Ma’shar himself confirms that the tides can have dual origin: after
a lengthy exposition on the astronomical/astrological origin of tides, he adds, as another cause of
the phenomenon, the action of the winds. As we will see, such ambivalence in Abu Ma’shar’s
words is crucial for Giovanni Pico’s arguments against astrological interpretations of tides. In
addition, Abu Ma’shar contributed to an idea that besides the Moon, other heavenly bodies
including the Sun and the planets also influenced the tides, which gave an additional argument for
the diffusion of pro-astrological explanations of the phenomenon.
The revival of Platonism in fifteenth-century Florence had no impact on the debates on
tides. Although Marsilio Ficino had examined the problem of fluxus/refluxus and discussed
whether heavenly bodies influenced the terrestrial world permanently or not,481 the only text in
which the tidal motions were interpreted through the lens of Neoplatonism was Laonikos
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Chalkokondyles’ Histories, unknown to both Ficino and Pico.482 Thus, while considering the
origin of tides, Pico remained entirely within the medieval tradition.
Pico shows a good knowledge of the debates on the problem in question rejecting step by
step various tidal theories.483 His main aim, however, is to prove that the tides have nothing to do
with ‘Lunar astrology’. In opposition to the astrological interpretation of which he accuses Abu
Ma’shar and his followers, he proposes another explanation, namely that the winds determine the
tidal motions.484 Although as we have seen that both theories go back to Abu Ma’shar Liber
introductorii maioris, relying on Abu Ma’shar would contradict Pico’s strategy of stigmatising the
Persian astrologer as one of his main opponents. That is why he attributes the theory he accepts to
a certain ‘Adelandus Arabus’ or Adelard of Bath who in fact was responsible for the first ever
translation of Abu Ma’shar into Latin.485 Adelard also adopted most of the Persian astrologer’s
doctrines including the one on tidal motions influenced by the winds. Thus, even though in fact
‘Adelandus Arabus’ should be considered as a follower of Abu Ma’shar, ascribing the tidal theory
to him instead of Abu Ma’shar allows Pico to underline once more that astrologers are unable to
provide precise calculations and contradict each other on almost every major concept of their
discipline.486
To summarise, Giovanni Pico’s natural philosophical arguments against predictions
formed a significant part of his general attack on astrology in the Disputationes adversus
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astrologiam divinatricem. On the one hand, Book III of the Disputationes marked the
transformation of Pico’s views on the question of celestial light. As we have seen, he put forth the
problem of the communication of light with matter in the Heptaplus and the Expositiones in
Psalmos, but at that stage did not succeed in combining the notion of celestial light interpreted
within a Neoplatonic framework, with Aristotelian physics. In the Disputationes, however,
probably due to the influence of the De mysteriis Aegyptiorum and Marsilio Ficino’s commentary
on Iamblichus’ treatise, Giovanni Pico proposed a compromise between the Platonic and
Aristotelian theories. On the other hand, Pico’s polemical strategies in Book III correspond to the
arguments developed in the rest of the treatise. He insists that the legacy of Aristotle was distorted
by subsequent pro-astrological interpretations and needs to be restored to its fullest and purity. The
whole natural philosophical discourse in Book III remains strongly within an Aristotelian
framework. This also confirms Pico’s intention to avoid, at least openly, contemporary intellectual
trends, which can be observed throughout the whole Disputationes: as we have seen, in most cases
he refers to classical authors not associated with any philosophical novelties and therefore comes
back to the origins of philosophy and theology personified in the Disputationes by the figures of
Aristotle, and Augustine and Thomas Aquinas respectively. Thus, the analysis of Book III of the
Disputationes sheds light on both the development of Pico’s philosophical views over his
intellectual itinerary and the polemical strategies he applied in his last anti-astrological treatise.
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Part III

The posthumous publication of the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem
provoked heated discussions on the place of astrology within Renaissance culture. As we have
seen above, in his work, Giovanni Pico questioned the status of astrology as a discipline able to
predict the future. It is not surprising that the Disputationes faced severe opposition. In the
following two chapters, my main goal is to analyse the reception of Giovanni Pico’s treatise. The
research will focus on the immediate reaction to the Disputationes among those who supported or,
on the contrary, opposed Giovanni Pico’s anti-astrological views. Most of the thinkers mentioned
below either knew Giovanni Pico in person or were among the first readers of the Disputationes,
sometimes even before its publication. The first three chapters cover three case studies on the
‘positive’ reception of the Disputationes, after that I intend to focus on Giovanni Pico’s opponents.

Chapter I
Ideological Appropriation of Giovanni Pico’s Arguments:
Girolamo Savonarola and his Contro gli astrologi

In 1494, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola suddenly died in mysterious circumstances. From
that moment on, one version of his death became particularly popular: Giovanni Pico was killed
by the order of Pope Alexander VI. The point is that until 1493 Giovanni Pico had still been
officially persecuted as a heretic. The decree of Pope Alexander’s predecessor, Pope Innocent VIII,
was not cancelled. Right after his election, the new Pope had solemnly forgiven Giovanni Pico.
The text of his decree was then published by Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola at the beginning
of his uncle’s Opera omnia.487 Nevertheless, Alexander VI quicky changed his opinion on Pico as
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the latter, as well as almost all his friends and colleagues, accepted the new political regime under
Savonarola, established in Florence after the death of Lorenzo de’ Medici in 1492. According to
those who accused Alexander VI of Pico’s murder, the count of Mirandola’s positive attitude to
Savonarola was interpreted as one of the reasons that led the Pope to orchestrate Pico’s death.
Curiously, Pico’s close friend Angelo Poliziano who was also among Savonarola’s supporters, had
died a month earlier. Though some studies seem to support the version of the murder, 488 the
evidence is not sufficient to prove it.
Nevertheless, Giovanni Pico’s sudden death played an important role in the construction
of his myth. Pico obviously gained legendary status during his life. His enormous philosophical
knowledge and the fame of a polyglot attracted the attention of his colleagues. In the early 1490s,
it was quite common to travel to Florence for an audience with Giovanni Pico. Among the young
and gifted scholars from Europeans countries who admired Giovanni Pico was Jacques Lefèvre
d’Étaples, who later became a famous humanist. Undoubtedly, Giovanni Pico and his Kabbalistic
studies inspired several humanists throughout Europe to learn Hebrew.489 But his fame involved
negative elements as well. One of them was related to the posthumous publication of the
Disputationes.
The controversies regarding the authorship of the Disputationes cast a shadow on Giovanni
Pico’s legacy. The core of his attack was also distorted: from that moment on, the Disputationes
was often considered not a comprehensive and multi-faceted critique of astrology, but a religiously
motivated invective. There were two reasons for this view. The first is the image of Giovanni Pico
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created by his nephew in the Vita, which exaggerated the religious aspect.490 Secondly, in 1497,
Savonarola himself published a text against astrology, which he presented as a simplified
vernacular version of Pico’s complex philosophical doctrines; through the use of simple
expressions he tried to make Pico’s ideas accessible to common people. 491 Savonarola’s Contro
gli astrologi came to be seen as the most influential continuation of Giovanni Pico’s antiastrological attack.492 Apart from philosophical and scientific responses to the Disputationes, in
many respects it was Savonarola’s Contro gli astrologi that shaped the religious discourse on this
subject. Interesting examples of responses focused not so much on Giovanni Pico’s as much as on
Savonarola’s treatise, including the work by the famous Swiss theologian Thomas Erastus. 493
According to secondary literature, Savonarola heavily influenced Giovanni Pico in the
early 1490s. There are strong reasons to accept this conclusion. First, Savonarola probably came
to Florence in 1490 on Pico’s invitation.494 From that moment until Pico’s death in 1494, they
remained friends. In 1492, Giovanni Pico visited an assembly of the Dominican order near Ferrara.
Savonarola had participated in it and Giovanni Pico, inspired by the event, decided to write the socalled ‘moral letters’ to his nephew Gianfrancesco Pico.495 Along with De vita, these letters
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became the foundation of Giovanni Pico’s international reputation. Thomas More even translated
the body of Giovanni Pico’s later religious works and his Vita into English.496
Savonarola gave several pieces of advice to his young follower regarding what books he
should read. He insisted that Pico needed to explore in depth the Scriptures, and to read carefully
Thomas Aquinas and other ‘traditional authors’.497 Finally, Pico’s ‘re-conversion’ was finalised
by his solemn burial at the San Marco monastery in the Dominican habit. 498 Alhough
Gianfrancesco Pico in all probability exaggerated Savonarola’s ‘positive’ influence on Giovanni
Pico, one cannot disregard some important facts supporting the portrayal of his uncle. It is obvious
that in the early 1490s Pico’s philosophical views developed from earlier positions. As his keen
interest in religious texts coincided with Savonarola’s sermons in Florence, one can presume that
the evolution of his ideas was at least partially influenced by the sermons. Besides, we know that
the ‘Ferrarese prophet’ inspired other intellectuals from the Medici circle. Angelo Poliziano was
buried next to Giovanni Pico at San Marco, meanwhile Girolamo and Antonio Benivieni were
among Savonarola’s most fervent followers. Even Marsilio Ficino supported the new regime in
Florence for a while.499 It would appear then that Pico’s thought was subject to the same influences.
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At the same time, the evidence is not sufficient to prove that Savonarola and his religious
texts determined the content and polemical strategies of the Disputationes; as we have seen, Pico’s
polemical strategy – to distinguish Aristotle, Plato, and to some extent Ptolemy, from later
distortions of their thought – was more humanistic than the one of Savonarola. One could also
argue that there was an influence in the opposite direction, i. e. from Giovanni Pico to Savonarola.
Savonarola paid special attention to pagan theories on prophecy and demons but as Robert Ridolfi
has shown in his fundamental monograph, although in his sermons of 1486 Savonarola accused
all forms of predictions and superstitions including astrology, he did not develop this
condemnation into a substantial critique.500 Besides, around the early 1480s, Savonarola accused
those who supported chiromancy, again without a further analysis of the phenomenon in
question.501 His first attempt to disprove occult sciences as such is the Contro gli astrologi. Later
he would repeat his main arguments against occultism and superstitions in Il Trionfo della
Croce,502 though the Contro gli astrologi remained the only treatise directed specifically against
astrology.
Savonarola does not deny that Pico’s Disputationes prompted him to undertake his own
attack on astrology. In the introduction to Contro gli astrologi, he claims that he had an ambiguous
attitude towards the Disputationes. On the one hand, he found it very useful for Christians, since
it helped them to avoid being enslaved by various dangerous superstitions. On the other hand, he
regretted that Pico had died too suddenly and did not get a chance to polish his text. 503 This justifies
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Savonarola’s own motivation for taking up Pico’s fight against astrology by translating Pico’s
main arguments into Italian, and adapting them as his own.
The idea of translatio studii can be seen in the very structure of Contro gli astrologi and in
Savonarola’s argumentative strategy. He copies the introduction to the Disputationes declaring
that no philosopher, theologian, or ruler has ever supported the idea of predictions. He dedicates
to this question the whole first book of his treatise, which is very closely related to the
‘historiographic’ first book of Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes. The sole difference is that
Savonarola has changed the order of arguments. Whereas Giovanni Pico started with philosophy,
Savonarola first insists on the theological contradictions between astrology and other occult
sciences, on the one hand, and religion, on the other. Savonarola’s arguments are, however,
standard. As most of the opponents of astrology have already stated, astrology contradicts the very
idea of free will and undermines the faith in God’s omnipotence.
To prove this notion, Savonarola refers to the Bible. However, he prefers not to quote the
New Testament: in the whole treatise, there is only one extract from it, although quotations from
prophets and other books of the Old Testament are quite numerous. The same strategy may be
observed in other works. According to Riccardo Fubini, the predominance of the Old Testament
in Savonarola’s texts has to do with the idea of self-representation: Savonarola represented himself
as a successor to the Old Testament prophets, who had sought to turn people from superstitions
and sins back to God and were the direct intermediaries between God and the people.504 Hence,
Savonarola’s own prophetic intentions gain another dimension. In order to confirm the idea that
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astrology remained at the margins of culture and religion during the centuries, Savonarola chooses
several quotations from the Old Testament claiming that the Hebrews who deviated from God had
done so because they had fallen victim to false prophets and doctrines.
In the second section of Book I, Savonarola argues that the ‘good’ theologians have
consistently adopted an anti-astrological attitude. He illustrates this by referring to Augustine and
Thomas Aquinas, quoted several times in contrast to other thinkers such as Saint Jerome, PseudoDionysius the Areopagite505 and Gregory I.506 In this context, Savonarola repeats word for word
Pico’s analysis of the theologians’ anti-astrological arguments in the Disputationes. The most
obvious examples are related to Basil of Caesarea,507 John Chrysostom,508 Saint Ambrose509 and
Origen.510 He also translates an entire section of Pico’s Disputationes related to the prohibition of
magical rituals and studies with the use of canon and civil law (such as the Decretum Gratiani and
the decree of the Council of Toledo) but he expands the section by offering his own interpretation
of the decrees.511 In the final account, he translates Giovanni Pico’s section on the Code of
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Justinian in which, according to him, ‘mathematical art, that is divinatory astrology, was
condemned’.512
The analysis of the first book of the Contro gli astrologi reveals, therefore, that despite
being apparently faithful to Pico’s text Savonarola carefully re-orders Pico’s arguments and
thereby significantly changes the perspective of the anti-astrological attack. The attack is no longer
considered as a view to reflect on the ways errors and misinterpretations had crept in the tradition
over centuries with the job of corrupt translations and commentaries, but as a fundamental and
consistent position within religious authorities. His aim is to demonstrate that Biblical prophets
and theologians rejected astrology, and that true religion can only be attained through the
Scriptures.
Savonarola’s main strategy is developed in the second book. Whilst Giovanni Pico had
provided a detailed overview of anti-astrological literature, from ancient Greece to French
calculatores and the Florentine thinkers, humanists and scientists, Savonarola only mentions in
passing some of the ancient philosophers already quoted in the Disputationes, including Plato,
Pythagoras, Democritus, Plotinus, Averroes, Avicenna, Favorinus and Euxodus of Cnidus. 513 His
aim is different.
From the very beginning of his ‘philosophical’ Book II, Savonarola highlights Aristotle as
the most authoritative thinker of all. The point is very important for, as is known, Savonarola
charged Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, Giovanni Pico’s nephew, with the job of translating
and commenting on various fragments from Sextus Empiricus’ Adversus mathematicos in order to
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use the arguments they contained against ancient philosophy. 514 This caused the rise of antiphilosophical writings in Savonarola’s circle; the anti-Aristotelian polemics of Gianfrancesco Pico
della Mirandola is especially worth mentioning.515 However, we know that Savonarola’s attitude
towards philosophy was not straightforward. He studied Plato and Aristotle, compiled for his
purposes some compendia with excerpts from their texts, which he quoted in his sermons and
treatises.516 Such an activity proves that Savonarola still considered Plato and Aristotle as
authorities, despite his message that all pagan philosophy needed to be excluded from the religious
experience. His attitude to Aristotle seems to be ambivalent. On the one hand, the Stagirite is
considered as one of the authorities of ancient philosophy, which was criticised within
Savonarola’s circle. On the other hand, as is shown in the Contro gli astrologi, Savonarola does
not deny the influence of Aristotle on scholastic philosophy and Thomas Aquinas in particular.
That is why Savonarola allows himself to include such a philosophical discourse within his antiastrological attack, though in the Contro gli astrologi Aristotle is presented in a ‘Christianised’
version to prove the basis of the religious refutation of astrology.
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Thus, following Pico in general terms, Savonarola tied together two significant theories,
that of knowledge and that of ens per accidens517 regarded from the standpoint of the philosophy
of Thomas Aquinas. The first question he poses is on the method of cognition. Here Savonarola
follows Aristotle as interpreted by Thomas Aquinas, pointing out three forms of cognition:
sensation, imagination and intellect.518 According to this point of view, the feelings and the
imagination may help with the knowledge of past or present things, but cannot be useful as regards
the prediction of what will happen in the future. The only way to know the future is through
intellect, which is also limited. However, without knowing the actual and present, perceived by
the first two forms of knowledge, the intellect will be unable to predict the future. Thus,
mathematical astrology may be considered as science inasmuch as it explores real, present causes
of natural elements and events. 519 This idea, taken from Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, had already been
expressed in the introduction to the Disputationes, where Giovanni Pico insisted on two opposite
definitions of astrology. Finally, the same notion was transferred to the Contro gli astrologi.
Savonarola’s personal contribution consists in the following: the knowledge based on the idea of
ens per accidens is not science, as it deals with fortune which is not predictable. The predictions
doubt the boundlessness of the unknowable divine will, which illuminates the human reason and
makes divine secrets accessible to ordinary people. Savonarola insists that heaven or God is a
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universal rather than a particular cause, ruling all the natural effects in the world but leaving some
room for individual initiative.520 It is obvious that such a position is very close to Augustine’s
doctrine of free will and divine predestination, expounded first in the De Civitate Dei and then in
his writings directed against Pelagius. Moreover, as a theoretical basis for his conclusion,
Savonarola takes Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas; thus, he unites the most important authorities
within a single concept of his own. This combination becomes very important for the rest of
Savonarola’s arguments as he received a chance to prove the falsity of astrological predictions in
philosophical and theological terms. Nevertheless, such a ‘Christianised’ interpretation of Aristotle
was then completely rejected by Pietro Pomponazzi in the De incantationibus and the De fato,
libero arbitrio et predestinatione. Pomponazzi made just a short step to a more radical reading of
Aristotle and, as a result, completely reconsidered the whole system supposing that natural causes
(which, according to first two forms of cognition, are responsible for the knowledge of past or
present events only), may be used also to understand the future.521
Finally, in the third book of the Contro gli astrologi Savonarola briefly considers some
technical aspects of astrology. For Giovanni Pico, the practical part of predictions was far more
important than for Savonarola. Pico dedicated to it almost two thirds of his treatise. In contrast,
Savonarola does not pay much attention to this question, which evidently lies beyond his interest.
Nevertheless, Savonarola mentions Ptolemy as the most important author who had ever written on
astrology, although, in opposition to Pico, he does not focus on contradictions within the
astrological traditions. To disprove Ptolemy’s authority, Savonarola adopts the same strategy as
Giovanni Pico. He claims that Ptolemy has to be considered as the leader among astrologers not
only because of his fundamental treatises, but also because of his status as a philosopher. He
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repeats, word for word, Pico’s refutation of Ptolemy’s idea that philosophy has to be divided into
three parts, theology, mathematics and natural philosophy, each governing its respective field of
knowledge.522 Savonarola claims that Ptolemy was working with mathematical astrology, while
other less gifted astrologers such as Abu Ma’shar and Haly ibn Ridwan, were embroiled in vanity
and superstitions.523 Savonarola remembers that during the Middle Ages astrology was legitimised
due to some works falsely attributed to prominent philosophers, such as Albert the Great or
Aristotle.524 However, it is not possible to determine whether when mentioning Pseudo-Albert
Savonarola had in mind the legendary Speculum astronomiae. In the Disputationes, Giovanni Pico
mentioned two other treatises attributed to Albert the Great, the De viciis contractis in studio
theologie (actually by Roger Bacon) and a certain text by Robert of York. 525 Further, Savonarola
briefly examines the most important astrological techniques, such as horoscopes, 526 especially the
horoscope of Christ527 and horoscopes of religions, 528 as well as the astrological speculations on
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the number of celestial spheres and the signs of Zodiac.529 Finally, Savonarola concludes that such
superstitions as astrology and magic are found mainly in societies lacking true religious faith. As
an example, he refers to the ancient history of the Egyptians and Chaldeans; this perfectly
correlates with the last, twelfth book of the Disputationes.530
Thus, in his main arguments Savonarola followed Pico’s attack on astrology. Savonarola’s
aim was to point out the superstitious character of astrological speculation, and to claim that it had
nothing in common with religious beliefs. His motivation caused a re-orientation towards
theological discourse, which became evident in the first book of his Contro gli astrologi. His
interest in philosophical arguments was caused by the idea of uniting Aristotle’s theory of
knowledge with the scholastic doctrine of natural causes, as well as with Augustine’s notion of
free will. These, as well as the rest of Savonarola’s arguments, were based on the text of
Disputationes and, generally, reproduced Giovanni Pico’s arguments. Hence, a question arises:
did Savonarola influence Giovanni Pico’s treatise or, on the contrary, Savonarola’s Contro gli
astrologi was written under the influence of the Disputationes?
Both Savonarola and Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola were instrumental in spreading
an image of Pico as an ardent young man who had abandoned paganism in favour of Savonarolan
spirituality centred upon the Scriptures. When it comes to astrology, however, Savonarola went
even further: he gave an abridged interpretation of Pico’s Disputationes, which served his own
ideological campaign against the Florentine intellectuals (like Ficino). From that point on,
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therefore, Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes was seen as a vehicle for Savonarolan ideas that
intellectuals had to follow or reject depending on their political allegiances.
It is difficult to form a clear view of Savonarola’s influence on Pico. We still do not know
the extent to which Pico’s Disputationes was motivated by Savonarola’s anti-astrological
positions. But historical evidence suggests that Savonarola, who was interested in astrology and
pagan doctrines on prophecy and who while in Florence read Aristotle and Plato, appropriated the
treatise as expressing his own views. From the analysis of the Contro gli astrologi, it becomes
evident that Savonarola’s treatise is a careful manipulation of Pico, which purports to present an
authentic, vernacular and polished version of Pico’s work, but is, in fact, an ideological
appropriation of Pico’s ideas intended to serve a very different agenda.
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Chapter II
Praenotio, prisca haeresis, and Astrology:
Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola
between Savonarola and Giovanni Pico della Mirandola
Introduction

Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, the nephew of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, is
known as one of the most ardent followers of Girolamo Savonarola and as the author of both his
uncle’s and Savonarola’s biographies. However, as an independent thinker Gianfrancesco Pico
still remains in the shadow of his famous mentors, though his writings are crucial to understand
the development of religious and philosophical ideas of the early sixteenth century. Promoting
Savonarola’s memory, he advanced his own position, which was based on the notion that
philosophy could only serve as the handmaid of theology.
Gianfrancesco was born in 1470 to Giovanni Pico’s elder brother Galeotto and Bianca
Maria d’Este.531 Little is known about Gianfrancesco’s formation and education, except that he
was influenced by the intellectual milieu of the d’Este court. In contrast to his famous uncle, who
had refused the inheritance of the Mirandola counts’ estate in order to dedicate himself to
philosophical studies, in 1499 Gianfrancesco became the sole heir to his ancestors’ domain. In the
following years, he was involved in a prolonged and fierce war against his own relatives who
wanted to take hold of the county of Mirandola. The several attempts to overthrow Gianfrancesco
were supported by his mother Bianca Maria d’Este. In 1502, Mirandola was finally taken and
Gianfrancesco was forced to leave. For nine years, he travelled across Italy and several European
countries, including Germany where he presumably fell under the influence of pre-Reformation
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ideas.532 This journey, together with his friendship with Savonarola and the spreading of
eschatological ideas in Italy, determined Gianfrancesco’s religious outlook. In 1511, Pope Julius
II helped Gianfrancesco to return to Mirandola, but it was only a temporary success. During the
next two decades, Gianfrancesco had to oppose the Trivulzio family. 533 In 1511, when Mirandola
was captured by French troops, Gianfrancesco Pico left for Rome where he came into contact with
Pietro Bembo and wrote his famous treatise De imitatione.534 In 1514, he reconciled with the
Trivulzio family, but had to concede the principality of Concordia. This truce, which allowed
Gianfrancesco Pico to return to Mirandola, proved to be fragile. In 1533, he was killed by his own
nephew Galeotto, the son of Lodovico Pico and Francesca Trivulzio.
The philosophical path of Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola was also marked by
significant episodes. His philosophical views were decisively influenced by Giovanni Pico and
Savonarola, whom he met in 1492. The impact these two mentors produced on Gianfrancesco led
him to write two Vitae, glorifying both Giovanni Pico and Savonarola using several topoi from the
Christian hagiographical tradition. An example of this is the description of Giovanni Pico’s birth,
which the author states was accompanied by the appearance of a flame in the room – in the
hagiographic tradition this signifies the birth of a sage or a saint.535
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Gianfrancesco was only six years younger than his uncle, but, unlike him, at the time when
Savonarola came to Florence in the early 1490s he appears not to have yet fully developed his
philosophical ideas to engage in philosophical debates with Savonarola. Evidence suggests that he
was, like many of his contemporaries, profoundly impressed by Savonarola’s sermons. The
restoration of Savonarola’s reputation and the cult around his persona also contributed, at least in
part, in influencing the future direction of Gianfrancesco’s thought. Gianfrancesco dedicated some
of his early writings to Savonarola, who was in correspondence not only with him, but also with
other members of Gianfrancesco’s family.536 Moreover, Gianfrancesco Pico insisted that there had
been close relations between the two families in the past: Savonarola’s grandfather, the famous
physician and natural philosopher Michele Savonarola, was a court physician to the d’Este family
and treated Gianfrancesco’s mother Bianca Maria d’Este.537 During Savonarola’s trial,
Gianfrancesco was among the most fervent defenders of the Dominican friar and even testified
against the accusations of Savonarola’s follower Pietro Bernardino.538
Owing to the contributions of Gian Maria Cao, Gianfrancesco is today considered the first
Renaissance sceptic.539 His Examen vanitatis doctrinae gentium, published in 1520, is the first
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attempt to disseminate scepticism within Renaissance philosophy. His contribution to the
Renaissance intellectual culture also includes several treatises on demonology, witchcraft, and
female prophecy, as in the Strix and the biography of Caterina Mattei Racconigi.540 In these texts,
Gianfrancesco Pico establishes a strict dichotomy between pagan inspiration, which can only lead
to demonic possession and witchcraft, and Christian inspiration, which is the only path to ecstasy
and prophecy.
For the purpose of this thesis, however, the most interesting aspect of his intellectual
activity is the De rerum praenotione of 1507, written in the context of the early sixteenth-century
astrological controversies, and which became one of the most influencial texts against magical and
astrological speculation in the Italian Renaissance.

The De rerum praenotione and the Quaestio de falsitate astrologiae:
Praenotio versus prophetia

The Examen vanitatis doctrinae gentium was published in 1520, although Gianfrancesco
Pico della Mirandola started working on it around 1510, right after the completion of the De rerum
praenotione. The impact of Gianfrancesco Pico’s sceptical philosophy was significant. He
extensively influenced subsequent thinkers, including in particular, Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa
von Nettesheim, who published a similar treatise entitled the De incertitudine et vanitate
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scientiarum atque artium declamatio invectiva. In this text, printed in 1527, Cornelius Agrippa
criticised all forms of knowledge and sciences. Among the disciplines Agrippa intended to
disprove were magic and astrology. 541 Remarkably, several years later he would publish his
legendary De occulta philosophia, containing the ideas he had previously criticised in a radical
manner in the De incertitudine et vanitate. The main body of the De occulta philosophia was ready
for publication before 1527, but Cornelius Agrippa did not proceed with its print. The reason for
his hesitation remains obscure.542 The publication order of Agrippa’s books is one of the most
intriguing questions in the history of Renaissance studies on magic.
Turning back to Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, we can conclude that he was
influenced by Sextus Empiricus as early as the very beginning of the 1500s. Although he did not
mention Sextus in the De rerum praenotione, his anti-magical radicalism might have been caused
by a close reading of Sextus’ sceptical writings during that period.543 Thus, three main sources are
central to Gianfrancesco’s anti-astrological attack: the texts of Giovanni Pico and Girolamo
Savonarola, mentioned by Gianfrancesco himself, and the philosophical tradition of scepticism,
which he helped revive. Here the influence of Sextus Empiricus is clear but implicit; in his later
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works directed against magic and astrology Gianfrancesco mentions Sextus much more openly
and reuses his ideas to justify his anti-astrological positions.
At the beginning of the De rerum praenotione, Gianfrancesco offers a critique of all the
ancient authors that have believed in prescience, which he understands to mean knowledge of the
future, encompassed by the terms praenotio, prognosis as its Greek equivalent, divinatio and some
others.544 His aim is to establish a distinction between illicit and licit forms prophetic knowledge
– the same distinction he applied to contrast the pagan Strix and the ‘living saint’ Catherina Mattei.
He tries to show that praenotio is composed of two words (prae and notio) and is
synonymous with cognitio.545 Without limiting himself to praenotio, Gianfrancesco aims to
include the highest possible number of philosophical texts into his discourse. This strategy,
moreover, allows Gianfrancesco to attack a number of great ancient thinkers. The very term
praenotio provides a reason to put forward an important distinction between the ‘licit’ and ‘illicit’
types of prophetic knowledge. It would seem that Gianfrancesco Pico’s ideas related to criticising
praenotio, false prophecies and magic were supported by many thinkers of the following
generations.
Gianfrancesco’s anti-occult attacks were directed first of all against Aristotle. He explicitly
rejects Aristotle’s notion of praeexistens cognitio,546 which Cicero drew on to create the new Latin
concepts of praesumptio and notitia communis.547 Criticising these concepts as well,
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Gianfrancesco did not, however, change his positive attitude towards Cicero. This was presumably
conditioned by Cicero’s open criticism of these forms of predictions in his famous treatise De
divinatione. Aristotle, whose writings Gianfrancesco considered the ultimate expression of pagan
(that is, non-Christian) philosophy, did not do so in such an open manner. Thus, Gianfrancesco
Pico’s attitude towards Aristotle and pagan philosophy, in general, is different from the position
of his uncle.
Another important target of Gianfrancesco’s attacks on the notion of praenotio was Plato
and the Platonists. The praenotio in its Platonic context was developed by Boethius. The author of
the De consolatione translated the central element of Platonic philosophy, the term idea, as
praenotio or praecognitio. For Boethius, emanation contains in se foreknowledge as it descends
from God. As an important notion, which concerns the problem of free will and the divine
predestination in Augustine’s terminology, this concept was adopted by scholastics of the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries.548
Finally, praenotio and its variations became a central point in the philosophy of Epicurus:
the original term prolepsis, regarded as one of the criteria for true knowledge in Epicurian
philosophy, was often translated as praenotio and anticipatio in its Latin interpretations. The most
significant example of this terminological transformation, however, took place after the De rerum
praenotione, namely in the works of Pierre Gassendi, who opposed the Aristotelian and scholastic
views on the praenotio. It is quite symptomatic that Gianfrancesco’s followers, including such
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prominent thinkers as Francis Bacon and Gassendi, also adopted the same philosophical discourse
regarding praenotio.549
Gianfrancesco’s attack on praenotio had the fundamental purpose of rejecting all possible
sorts of pagan divination. Though Gianfrancesco did not conceal his intentions to follow Giovanni
Pico’s Disputationes and especially Savonarola; he also expanded on their anti-astrological and
anti-magical discourse. He said that his uncle Giovanni Pico had dedicated his twelve books to the
refutation of astrology, which he summarised in the fifth book and stated that he had nothing to
add to it.550 However, Gianfrancesco insisted that he would broaden his project by refusing and
rejecting all superstitions. Thus, he dedicated special chapters to various types of occultism, for
example, the seventh book to magic, the sixth to physiognomy, etc. At the same time, he opposed
to these praenotiones the unique capacity to obtain foreknowledge, namely (in his terms)
prophetia.551 According to Gianfrancesco, prophetia differs from praenotio by its very nature: as
opposed to prophecy, which is conditioned by the divine intellect, the praenotio is considered just
as a philosophical or, in Gianfrancesco’s terms, an illicit phenomenon. To prove his idea,
Gianfrancesco adds that philosophers, specifically Aristotle and his followers, tried to reconcile
these two forms of foreknowledge and to raise the status of praenotio.552 This is the reason why
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praenotio and its forms are so widespread is human curiosity. Gianfrancesco supposes that
originally every form of divination was created in ancient Eastern societies, which had been
deprived of true religion – that is, of Christianity. 553 In this long passage on the religious falsity of
Eastern and theurgical doctrines, Gianfrancesco clearly argued against the idea of prisca theologia,
which had become popular in Italy and Europe thanks to Marsilio Ficino. It is also worth noting
that an almost identical passage on the gap between true religion and divination can be found in
the twelfth book of Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes.
The De rerum praenotione was not the only text written by Gianfrancesco against
astrology. In 1510, he completed a short piece entitled the Quaestio de falsitate astrologiae.554 It
had not been published during Gianfrancesco Pico’s life and did not circulate in manuscript form.
The only surviving copy of the Quaestio is in a Ferrarese seventeenth-century codex, originally
kept in the Strozzi Library, and now in the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, D.C. 555
The Italian scholar Walter Cavini discovered the text and published it in 1973, convincingly
arguing that the Quaestio was an epitome for the fifth book of the De rerum praenotione
concerning astrology. Hence, the Quaestio of Gianfrancesco Pico is in line with the antiastrological discourse of his uncle. Additionally, in this text of 1510 Gianfrancesco for the first
time referred to the works of Sextus Empiricus. This makes the Quaestio the forerunner of the
Examen vanitatis doctrinae gentium and of the Renaissance sceptical tradition itself.556
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The Quaestio is dedicated to one of Gianfrancesco Pico’s mentors, the humanist and
physician Giovanni Mainardi.557 The latter participated in the publication of Giovanni Pico’s
Opera Omnia, including the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem. Mainardi was
among the most radical opponents of astrology. It is not surprising that Gianfrancesco addressed
his short anti-astrological text to Mainardi showing that the publication of the Disputationes was
not the final step in the dispute with astrologers. According to Gianfrancesco Pico, their task is to
jointly opposing all forms of occult knowledge.

The Controversial Use of (Anti-)Astrological Authorities
in the De rerum praenotione

Gianfrancesco’s polemical strategy is clearly exposed in the sixth chapter of Book V, which
is focused on those prominent thinkers who opposed astrology, and where he finds himself in a
rather complicated position. On the one hand, he seeks to reproduce his uncle’s anti-astrological
and historiographical arguments, maintaining as his main source the first book of the
Disputationes, dedicated specifically to the history of astrology. On the other hand, this effort went
against his criticism of the philosophical tradition dealing with astrology, especially that of Plato
and Aristotle. This visible contradiction between his personal views and his loyalty to his uncle’s
anti-astrological text explains the peculiar nature of the De rerum praenotione.
Moreover, Gianfrancesco Pico wished to establish a strong opposition between pagan
philosophy and Christian religion. Although Ficino is never explicitly named, as we will see,
Gianfrancesco Pico’s aim is to dismantle the ideal of prisca theologia and pia philosophia that
Ficino had developed in the previous century, and which was based on the notion that philosophy
and religion had to be in fundamental harmony for Christian piety to be restored. Gianfrancesco
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Pico develops the completely opposite view: only the strict separation between philosophy and
religion, and an exclusive focus on Christian religion can bring faith. His use of scepticism allows
him to claim that pagan philosophy cannot bring true knowledge. In this respect, Gianfrancesco
Pico uses Giovanni Pico’s deconstruction of the prisca theologia concept in a totally different
context.
At the beginning of his examination, Gianfrancesco Pico remains generally faithful to the
Disputationes. Citing word for word his uncle, he enumerates the main opponents of astrology
among the ancient philosophers. He lists Pythagoras, Diogenes Laertius, Plutarchus and Theodoret
of Cyrus, whose anti-astrological views were mentioned in the Disputationes.558 He refers to the
phrase on Democritus, which described the philosopher’s position on astrology, first stated in the
Disputationes, and then in Savonarola’s Contro gli astrologi.559 The Stoic philosopher Panetius
also reappears. The only significant difference between Gianfrancesco Pico’s and his uncle’s texts
is that the name of Seneca is not mentioned either in Giovanni Pico’s or in Savonarola’s
writings.560
The general aim of his work – to reject all forms of paganism – leads him to some
difficulties when turning to Plato and Aristotle. According to his text (which in some ways
contradicts his preceding radical statements against philosophy), Gianfrancesco admits that Plato
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and Aristotle did not overtly support astrology. 561 He suggests that his readers thoroughly study
their writings to discover that both philosophers did not write any texts specifically dedicated to
astrology. Thus, according to Gianfrancesco Pico, Plato separated necessity from fate, while
Aristotle’s interest was not in fate but in exploring natural phenomena, laws and causes of the
world. Gianfrancesco also adds that even during his travels to the East Plato escaped the influence
of astrologers and magicians, though he would have had the opportunity to learn the fundamental
astrological techniques there. It is impossible to determine whether Gianfrancesco had assumed
that the works of Plato and Aristotle had subsequently been made to legitimise astrology by their
disciples. In any case, his attitude towards these ancient Greek philosophers is ambivalent.
After exploring the position of Plato and Aristotle, Gianfrancesco rather unexpectedly turns
to the works of Boethius.562 In Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes, Boethius, known as ‘the last of the
Romans’, was not mentioned among the other ancient opponents of astrology. By placing him in
this sequence of philosophical authorities, Gianfrancesco reveals his assessment of Boethius: the
author of De consolatione philosophiae is undoubtedly regarded as a pagan writer by
Gianfrancesco.
Following his uncle, Gianfrancesco proceeded by proving that astrology was not supported
by any influential philosophical school. He mentions Porphyry, who in the biography of Plotinus
insisted on the critical reaction of his teacher towards any form of predictions. However,
Gianfrancesco does not forget to refer to Firmicus Maternus who criticised Plotinus in general,
and Porphyry’s interpretation of the Plotinus’ ideas in particular.563 A significant difference from
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Giovanni Pico is that, unlike his uncle, Gianfrancesco attributes a rejection of astrology to another
famous Neoplatonic philosopher — namely, Proclus.564 At the same time, Gianfrancesco’s
decision to include this author in his argument seems rather strange, considering his pro-religious
stance in philosophy, when Proclus took a radical position against Christians, causing difficulties
for Renaissance scholars in quoting his writings or commenting on him. In any case, Gianfrancesco
repeats, usually word for word, his uncle’s notions on Carneades, Cicero and Epicurus (whose
status among philosophers remains extremely low despite his anti-astrological views). With the
same aim, Gianfrancesco recalls Alexander of Aphrodisias. 565 These names, generally taken from
the Disputationes, allow Gianfrancesco to conclude that all major philosophical schools of
Antiquity opposed astrology.
Gianfrancesco also turns to other important philosophers, both Eastern and Western. He
refers to Averroes, ‘the famous commentator of Aristotle and the first among the Arabs who
criticised, condemned and denounced astrology’,566 and Avicenna, who censured divinations in
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several of his treatises.567 The names of Origen568 and Eudoxus of Cnidus569 are mentioned as well.
The latter, already praised in the Disputationes and the Contro gli astrologi as an expert in
astronomical studies, obtains the same status of authority in Gianfrancesco’s text. The moderni are
also cited in accordance with the Disputationes: Nicolas Oresme, ‘the acutest philosopher and the
most skillful mathematician’, is presented side by side with Henry of Hesse, William of Auvergne,
also known as William of Paris, and others.570 Gianfrancesco does not omit his uncle’s
contemporaries, including, Paolo Toscanelli, Giovanni Marliani and even the unknown Luchinus,
already mentioned in the Disputationes.571 At the same time, he leaves out two of the most
important thinkers of Giovanni Pico’s milieu: Marsilio Ficino and Angelo Poliziano. Such an
omission raises many questions, which, unfortunately, have to remain unanswered, as there are no
sufficient or precise arguments to elucidate Gianfrancesco’s motivation. It is only possible to
conjecture that Gianfrancesco’s attitude towards Ficino and Poliziano was determined by the ‘bad’
influence they had on his uncle during his ‘heretical’ period.
Turning to the main supporters of astrological speculation, Gianfrancesco does not add new
names to Giovanni Pico’s list. After his uncle, he represents like his uncle Claudius Ptolemy as
567
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the most influential and competent astrologer, whose legacy was later misunderstood and distorted
by his followers. He adopts the same framework as his uncle, quoting the same passage from the
beginning of the Almagest where Ptolemy commented on Aristotle.572 A separate passage
addresses Abu Ma’shar’s false identification of Ptolemy as belonging to the Egyptian royal
family.573 The level of Gianfrancesco’s dependence on his uncle’s text is proved by the fact that
he spells the name of Manilius as Mallius, exactly the same as in the Disputationes.574 In addition,
Gianfrancesco falsely attributes some astrological writings to prominent philosophers and
theologians, as his uncle did. A simple enumeration of philosophical texts reveals Gianfrancesco’s
main source. Thus, his polemical strategy comprises both Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes against
astrology and his own views on the subject. There are some contradictions in this section, as
Gianfrancesco Pico is not entirely successful in his attempt to combine the philosophical
arguments of his uncle with his own radical anti-astrological and anti-philosophical rhetoric.
In the next chapter of the De rerum praenotione, entirely devoted to the rejection of
astrology by means of theology and law, both ecclesiastical and civil, Gianfrancesco manages to
avoid such contradictions.575 Although he still follows the arguments of the Disputationes, he
obviously feels much more comfortable to engage in the discussion through his own approach. He
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is more confident in working with the sources quoted throughout the passage and does not limit
himself to retelling his uncle’s ideas, but rather adds original throughts to expand upon biblical
quotations. After having demonstated the religious grounds for opposing astrology, Gianfrancesco
does not lose an opportunity to criticise those Christian writers who shrugged off what he saw as
the fundamental contradictions between Christianity and astrology.

Prisca theologia as prisca haeresis

Book VII of the De rerum praenotione is devoted to magic, and here Gianfrancesco Pico
refers specifically to Pierre d’Ailly and Roger Bacon. In this part of his anti-astrological treatise
Gianfrancesco Pico is not only drawing on his uncle’s work, which as we have seen above, devoted
a substantial section to the two authors, but also to Marsilio Ficino’s De religione christiana, a
work that is alluded to numerous times in the De rerum praenotione. In defining magic,
Gianfrancesco Pico asserts that for him magic is a dangerous form of idolatry related to
incantations and demons.576 According to him, like other occult sciences, magic first appeared in
Persia, and then was disseminated in Egypt, Babylon and Greece.577 Explaining the significance
of magic in ancient cultures, he provides the same quote from Porphyry, which his uncle used in
the Oratio de hominis dignitate to legitimise magical speculation.578 Gianfrancesco points out that
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in all ancient societies magicians obtained an important status in social and cultural hierarchies.
Their official titles could differ, but their functions remained the same. In this passage, he
implicitly refers to the De religione christiana of Marsilio Ficino. Unlike the Florentine
philosopher, however, Gianfrancesco does not praise the similarities in magic doctrines within
various ancient societies. On the contrary, he focuses on their common fallacies.579
In contrast to his contemporaries and Thomas Aquinas, who often underlined the dual
nature of magic,580 Gianfrancesco distinguishes three forms of magic. Two of them had originated
in Persia. The first, created by prominent Persian magicians, remained within Persia without being
disseminated outside its borders. The second form of magic listed by Gianfrancesco Pico deals
with incantations and necromancy. Finally, the third form, known as ‘natural magic’, eventually
spread abroad to the East and also to the West. 581 His understanding of ‘natural magic’ presumes
that this form of magic was later supplemented by other doctrines outside of Persia. Hence, ‘natural
magic’ received an ‘international’ status. Gianfrancesco assumes that the Greeks were introduced
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to magic during their wars against the Persians, while the Romans adopted magic from the Gauls
and their magicians, druids, and often sought various means of prediction.582 Augurs, haruspices
and dream interpreters became especially influential in Roman society.
Unlike his uncle, Gianfrancesco Pico focuses on the origin of astrology at the beginning of
his treatise. He insists that curiosity is particular to human beings, but it may have a negative
impact on people who are far from objective knowledge. These people can easily fall under the
malign influence of astrologers and other magicians. Thus, Gianfrancesco Pico repeats the main
arguments formulated in Book XII of the Disputationes, which, as we have seen, can be regarded
as the most doubtful in terms of Giovanni Pico’s authorship. In addition, Gianfrancesco reframes
the geographical and cultural boundaries of the prisca theologia. Under the banner of pagan
antiquity, which he opposes as a concept, Gianfrancesco Pico unites several ancient doctrines
widely known in Florence and in the rest of Italy during the late fifteenth century. Along with the
Egyptians, Chaldeans and Arabs, he also cites the Assyrians.583 The Assyrians were considered to
be very close to the Chaldeans and Ficino translated Iamblichus’s Reply to Porphyry’s Letter to
Anebo the Egyptian with the title On the Mysteries of the Egyptians, Chaldeans, and Assyrians.
This reference to the Assyrians proves that already in the early sixteenth century the doctrine of
prisca theologia was subject to modification. Renaissance historiographers during the sixteenth
century typically made additions to the general list of historical states. Thus, for example, in his
De perenni philosophia, Agostino Steuco da Gubbio included in the list of the prisci theologi the
Armenians.584 Gianfrancesco, who, contrary to Agostino Steuco, did not support the doctrine of
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prisca theologia, includes the Hebrews in his list of ancient theologians. He states that instead of
listening to their prophets, the Hebrews got embroiled in magical speculation.585 Gianfrancesco
Pico’s opposition to the Jews appears to be radical. There are two possible explanations for his
attitude. On the one hand, he clearly refers to the ancient tradition of Jewish mysticism, which
Giovanni Pico supported in his early writings and which, according to Gianfrancesco Pico, caused
his uncle’s break with the Church. On the other hand, Gianfrancesco might have been suggesting
that the Hebrews included some preaching practices in their mysticism. The passage in question is
similar in nature to Savonarola’s preaching strategies, which contrasted superstitious people to
those who listened and followed true prophets. In any case, Gianfrancesco Pico’s negative attitude
towards Jewish philosophy and Kabbalistic mysticism finds its firm confirmation in this fragment.
His main objective remains, however, to reject the philosophical validations of astrology. It is
worth noting that at the beginning of the De rerum praenotione he mentions two thinkers who
criticised various forms of superstition. First, he refers to Tatian the Assyrian who reproached the
Romans for being loyal to divination. It is difficult to understand how Gianfrancesco overlooked
Tatian’s heretical status, focusing instead solely on his anti-astrological views. Along with Tatian,
he also mentions a Christian writer, the ‘blessed Saint Jerome from Florence’. Under that name,
he evidently meant his teacher Girolamo Savonarola. 586
Gianfrancesco Pico insists that his intention was to rid true religion of pagan superstitions,
divinations and other dangerous heretical elements. Declaring that his treatise is based on Giovanni
Pico’s arguments, he does not fail to indicate his uncle’s significant errors. It is difficult to
understand whether Gianfrancesco Pico ‘forgave’ his uncle for his interest in occult sciences, but
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he nonetheless remained faithful to his biography of Giovanni Pico’s life, in which he considered
there was no place for the radical and magical 900 Conclusiones and the Kabbalistic Heptaplus.
Gianfrancesco Pico’s main interest obviously lied in countering natural magic, which had
its supporters in various intellectual circles in Renaissance Italy. Undoubtedly, Gianfrancesco was
familiar with his uncle’s contribution to this question and with the idea of natural magic being a
‘servant’ to theology so widespread in medieval and Renaissance texts. By outlining a gradual
development of magic from Near Eastern societies to the Greece of Plato and his disciples,
Gianfrancesco reformulated the myth of prisca theologia in a negative light. He admits that magic
took roots within the European philosophical and religious discourse, though several Christian
writers such as Origen, Augustine and John Chrysostom had warned of its destructive character.
Referring again to Giovanni Pico, he does not criticise his uncle’s favorable views regarding
natural magic, ascribing to him the important role of being a ‘historiographer’ of magic. 587 Thus,
he accurately analyses the magical views of three prominent medieval thinkers, al-Kindi, Roger
Bacon and William of Paris. This approach echoes Giovanni Pico’s Oratio de hominis dignitate,588
but Gianfrancesco develops a completely opposite argument. In the two chapters directed
specifically against al-Kindi and Roger Bacon,589 Gianfrancesco reconsiders their status within the
medieval tradition, disproving their arguments to unite magic with philosophy and, in the case of
Roger Bacon, with Christian theology. His anti-magic attack also aims at other thinkers. Along
with a critique of the brahmans and gymnosophists, Gianfrancesco Pico intends to revise the
Jewish legacy as well.590 As the word ‘Kabbalah’ does not appear in the chapter against Jewish
philosophy, it is obvious that Gianfrancesco’s main target are the Talmudists, who, in his opinion,
contaminated the tradition of interpreting the Bible with magical elements. Gianfrancesco’s attack
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on the Talmudists testifies to his lack of knowledge regarding the Jewish religious tradition, in
which commenting sacral texts has nothing to do with practical magic. Moreover, it is not unlikely
that despite his declaration of the non-Kabbalistic aim of his critique, Gianfrancesco had in fact in
mind only the Kabbalistic tradition.

Aristotle and Natural Arguments against Astrology

The general structure of Gianfrancesco Pico’s arguments differs from that of the
Disputationes. Unlike his uncle, Gianfrancesco did not focus on natural arguments against
astrology in any specific chapter. He first presents pro-astrological natural arguments, which he
then proceeds to reject. From the beginning of his examination, Gianfrancesco Pico makes
Aristotle responsible for the philosophical foundations of astrology. This makes for the most
significant difference between Gianfrancesco Pico and his uncle. While in the Disputationes
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola chooses Aristotle over Plato as his major authority in eliminating
the possibility of all astral influences, his nephew’s attitude towards Aristotle seems to be far more
negative – Gianfrancesco considers Aristotle to be the main vehicle for the dissemination of
astrological superstitions. This is because, as mentioned above, Gianfrancesco Pico’s aim is to
establish a strict separation between paganism, which is considered as the vehicle of either
superstitions or philosophy, and Christian religion. In his opinion, no one can reach divine truth
by relying solely on pagan philosophy.
Thus, he states that in his writings Aristotle legitimised astrological speculation after
determining the close links between its superior and inferior effects. 591 Such a dependance on
celestial influences and their impact on the terrestrial world opened the door to a philosophical
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justification of astrology. Aristotle thus had a significant influence on the subsequent philosophical
tradition, causing the dissemination of astrology, which then gained a high position among the
other sciences. Gianfrancesco also accuses the subsequent philosophical tradition of the diffusion
of Aristotle’s ideas, but his main attack is directed against the entire body of Aristotle’s works; it
is also worth noting that he does not distinguish the Stagirite’s original writings and those falsely
attributed to him.
Gianfrancesco Pico additionally enumerates the primary fields in which astrology could be
applied. Agriculture, medicine and navigation were quite common areas of application. He also
adds several natural phenomena, which could be predicted on the basis of astrological calculations.
If Aristotle created a philosophical basis for astrological speculation, then Ptolemy adapted and
adopted his ideas and introduced further practical astrological techniques. In this passage,
Gianfrancesco reiterates his uncle’s idea that Ptolemy had intended to comment on Aristotle and
had tried to reconcile his philosophy with astrology. 592 However, rather than considering Ptolemy
as an erroneous interpreter of Aristotle as Giovanni Pico had done in the Disputationes,
Gianfrancesco Pico states that Aristotle’s philosophy was responsible for sowing the seeds of
superstition in Ptolemy’s system.
In order to reject all attempts by astrologers to justify their doctrine, Gianfrancesco Pico
borrows from his uncle’s arguments and, in some cases, uses ideas from Girolamo Savonarola. He
decisively rejects the main astrological question of celestial casuality, repeating the notion that
heaven must be considered as a universal cause, which cannot produce particular effects. Here
Gianfrancesco Pico remains loyal to his teachers and to the long-standing anti-astrological
tradition, which includes the writings of medieval scholastics. In addition, he reproduces Giovanni
Pico’s central polemical strategy of highlighting that astrologers are not competent in their subject,
since they contradict each other in their description of the main astrological techniques. Such

592

Ibid., V, II, p. 102.

207

contradictions, according to Gianfrancesco Pico, do not allow astrologers to make accurate
horoscopes and predict any sort of future events.593
Referring to the second point, which deals with the inconsistencies within the astrological
tradition, Gianfrancesco alludes to Book III of the Disputationes. He distinguishes between
astrological speculation and real natural events, which can be predicted through mathematical
calculations. From Giovanni Pico’s text, he derives the notion that the Sun and the Moon produce
the only significantly effective influence on the sublunary world. Any other potential impact, such
as that of zodiac signs or celestial bodies and planets, is nothing but the product of speculative
assumption. Gianfrancesco argues that natural events like the changes of the four seasons are not
defined by astrological means but depend exclusively on natural causes.594
To prove this, Gianfrancesco Pico follows Giovanni Pico and Girolamo Savonarola, and
considers the central notions of natural philosophy, such as light, motion, and heat. Using his
uncle’s arguments, he rejects the possible lunar influence on the tides. Borrowing from Giovanni
Pico, he mentions among the opponents of the ‘astrological’ theory of tides a certain Adelandus,
who is also referred to as the first disciple and follower of Ammonius.595 The identities of both
Ammonius and Adelandus remain unknown. Giovanni Pico used the name ‘Adelandus’ to denote
the famous medieval astrologer and translator Adelard(us) of Bath. It is not unlikely that
Gianfrancesco Pico repeated the error of his relative. Trying to prove his acquaintance with the
astrological tradition, Gianfrancesco argues against its other significant proponents. Thus, he

593

Ibid., V, III, p. 103.

594

Ibid., V, IV, pp. 106–13.

595

Ibid., V, IV, p. 107: ‘Estus autem maris et fluxus refluxusque in aliam causam quam in lunam referunt non nulli

quod si lunae ipsa quoque reciprocatio feratur accepta nihil minus inde Astrologia iuvabitur. Adelandus quem
discipulum Ammonii fuisse opinor causam reciprocationis putat quod partes maris quas terra dirimit in unum
confluere locum et se contingere properent quae obiectu terrenae molis repulsae iterum quo naturalis impellit motus
revocentur, et confirmari vel hac ratione Adelandi opinio potest cum partes elementi ad suam integritatem ad locum
proprium atque congenitum naturali propensione ferantur’.

208

criticises Alpetragius for his explanation of celestial motion and rejects Roger Bacon’s
interpretation of the influence of the lunar light. However, despite all these attempts to demonstrate
his expertise in the subject, Gianfrancesco Pico clearly draws upon the information provided in his
uncle’s writings.596
Gianfrancesco also claims that astrologers falsely attributed a considerable power to the
Moon. As an example, he refers to the ancient and medieval physicians (Galen, Pierre d’Ailly and
others) who determined the critical days of an illness by the position of the Moon.597 Gianfrancesco
comes to the conclusion that astrologers are completely unable to predict the future. Their
calculations are far from being precise and the disagreements between astrologers in practical
matters only reinforce his doubts.
In addition, Gianfrancesco rejects the doctrine of animated spheres, as well as the practice
of creating zodiac signs and giving them personalised characteristics.598 He severely opposes the
attempts to correlate astrology with the four seasons or with the four types of bile. He claims that
the geometrical figures of celestial bodies are not substantiated either. Gianfrancesco states that
all these astrological practices are speculative and cannot be proved with exact calculations, and,
therefore, should not be considered scientific. The application of this kind of false mathematical
data is extremely dangerous in all the three main domains related to astrology: medicine,
agriculture and travel. It is worth noting that apart from astrologers, Gianfrancesco also places a
responsibility on philosophers whose concepts gave rise to further astrological speculations. Thus,
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in marked contrast to his uncle, he repeatedly emphasises the negative role of Plato, Aristotle and
their disciples in the development and dissemination of astrology.
While focusing on the theoretical and practical elements of astrology, Gianfrancesco
consistently discusses these questions with clear references to the relevant chapters of the
Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem. He refers to various debates on the number of
spheres, uncertain properties of celestial bodies and other theoretical questions that have not been
solved by astrologers over the centuries in order to question the possibility for astrology to
formulate reliable predictions about future events. In the end, Gianfrancesco comes to the
conclusion (already articulated in the Disputationes) that human life is not an appropriate subject
for celestial influences or astrologial calculations and that it is in reality conditioned only by natural
phenomena. Life is not strictly determined and leaves space for individual freedom. Gianfrancesco
rejects fate as a philosophical concept, denying the Platonic notion of fortune and other
interpretations by ancient philosophers.

Conclusion

To summarise Gianfrancesco Pico’s views on astrology, it is worth looking through the
Quaestio de falsitate astrologiae – a compendium from the De rerum praenotione that reproduces
the main polemical strategies, as well as the primary questions, posed in his major treatise on the
subject. Gianfrancesco repeats his arguments about the Eastern origin of astrology and its close
relation to non-Christian practices, which oppose the Holy Scripture and the Church Fathers. 599
His arguments against practical matters remain the same: in the application of astrological
knowledge, astrologers usually contradict each other and are unable to determine the number and
the motion of celestial spheres, nor to attribute any specific properties and characteristics to
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planets, zodiac signs and other celestial bodies.600 He severely criticises astrologers for their
persistent attempts to predict important historical events using the astrological theory of ‘great
conjunctions’.601 His primary aim is to refute the same pro-astrological authorities – i.e. ancient
philosophers, Ptolemy, and Eastern magicians – facing them against the traditional set of writers,
including Augustine and Thomas Aquinas.
However, while considering anti-astrological texts in detail, Gianfrancesco faces the same
difficulties as in his De rerum praenotione. His position becomes controversial when he supports
the authors he had recently fought against. He repeats the structure of Giovanni Pico’s
historiographic first book of the Disputationes, consecutively enumerating philosophers,
theologians and legislators who opposed astrology. At the same time, in his analysis of Plato and
Aristotle, Gianfrancesco finds himself in a deadlock trying to reconcile Giovanni Pico’s attitude
with his own religious radicalism: all pagan philosophy is to be rejected, and so is every possibility
of applying astrology in some domain.
Gianfrancesco’s attitude to astrology and magic is unequivocal: he is a severe critic of
every form of occult knowledge. However, the way he stands against it is not free from
ambivalence. On the one hand, he insists that philosophical arguments are a good tool for the
development of astrology and magic. His opposition to philosophy is obviously conditioned by his
interest in scepticism and the position of one of his teachers, Girolamo Savonarola, who had
thouroughly studied philosophical texts. On the other hand, however, a complete rejection of
philosophy seemed to enter into conflict with the approach of his famous and beloved relative,
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola. This ambiguity provoked his rather unconvincing attempt to
reconcile these two approaches. This inconsistency overreached particular treatises against magic
and astrology, and caused the ambivalence in Gianfrancesco Pico’s texts. Being under the
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influence of the two bright figures equally important to him, Savonarola and Giovanni Pico,
Gianfrancesco Pico had to make a final choice either to refrain from glorifying his uncle or to
counterbalance Savonarolian religious radicalism with Piconian thought.
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Chapter III
With ‘Latins’ Against ‘Latin Vice’: Maximus the Greek on Astrology

As is widely known, the Disputationes provoked a great deal of discussion on astrology
not only in Italy but also across Europe. The diffusion of Giovanni Pico’s work was accompanied
by the transmission of other forms of knowledge from Italy, such as Neoplatonic philosophy and
Kabbalistic literature, both of which were often envisaged in the context of the prisca theologia.
This determined the multi-layered nature of the reception of Giovanni Pico’s thought, including
his attack on astrology and other occult sciences. Recent studies have traced the reception of the
Disputationes in several parts of Europe.602 At the same time, the penetration of such occult
sciences to Russia seems to be rather unexpected.
The reception of Western thought in early modern Russia still remains in the shadows of
scientific inquiry. The pioneering studies by William Ryan shed light on the destiny of the
Secretum Secretorum and its use for medical and magical purposes in the Russian lands during the
late fifteenth–sixteenth centuries.603 The translation of the Secretum from Hebrew was tied with
the so-called Judaizer heresy that arose in Novgorod in the late fifteenth century. The location of
Novgorod and its permanent trade contacts with the Hanseatic League opened the door to the
diffusion of European culture.
The Secretum, often called in Old Russian manuscripts ‘The Gates of Aristotle’, gave rise
to speculations on magic in Russian lands, but was banned together with the heresy of the Judaizers
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in the sixteenth century. The destiny of the Secretum also contributed to the negative attitude
towards Aristotle in the Old Russian sources.604 Another example of the Judaizers’ influence was
the Laodicean Epistle written by Feodor Kuritsyn with the use of Kabbalistic elements. 605 Under
the patronage of the Judaizers, some magical and astrological texts, including Sacrobosco’s De
sphaera and Maimonides’ texts, were for the first time translated into Russian. 606
Some scholarly articles have explored specific episodes related to the history of the
diffusion of European magical texts and practices in early modern Russia, but they show that this
diffusion was restricted to a few cases.607 It appears that until the second half of the seventeenth
century Russian intellectuals did not adopt and adapt Western knowledge in a systematic way.
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Only starting with Alexey I and then Peter the Great the role and use of European sources in
Russian intellectual culture significantly increased.608
A similar trend can be observed in the artistic production of the time. Some remarkable
examples of European influence can be found in the architecture of the late fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries, especially in the construction of the Kremlin cathedrals.609 This tendency, however, was
not prolonged. But the tradition to adopt Byzantine and post-Byzantine artistic tastes was
transformed in the seventeenth century.
In that context, Maximus the Greek, a central figure in Russian intellectual culture in the
first half of the sixteenth century and the first intellectual to present a more systematic reception
of European Renaissance culture in the Russian lands, attracts a particular attention. Almost thirty
years after the publication of the Disputationes, Maximus the Greek, who had lived in Italy in the
period of astrological controversies of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, settled in
Muscovy and wrote his own three Epistles Against Astrology, which were directed against some
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Catholic preachers in Moscow and defined astrology as a ‘Latin vice’610. Despite his close
connections with Savonarola and Pico’s family, he did not mention any ‘Western’ sources in his
polemics. This chapter will show that Maximus used Giovanni Pico’s and Savonarola’s treatises,
whilst simultaneously rejecting Italian Renaissance culture. Although at first sight Saint
Maximus’s motivation seems to have nothing in common with the astrological polemics taking
place in Italy, I argue that his Epistles Against Astrology drew upon the astrological disputes in
Italy and in Europe in general and therefore are an integral part of them. Moreover, this case study
on the diffusion of Giovanni Pico’s and Savonarola’s anti-astrological ideas allows us to expand
the boundaries, both geographical and intellectual, of their success.611 This chapter will also
explore Maximus’ strategies to describe the European Renaissance culture for his Muscovite
audience, his anti-Catholic position, and his use of Renaissance texts.
Born in 1470 or 1475 in the small town of Arta in Greece, Maximus – or more precisely
Michael Trivolis, since at the end of the fifteenth century he had not yet become a monk – came
to Italy in 1492.612 Over a period of twelve years he travelled to various Italian cities, met many
prominent Italian scholars and familiarised himself with Italian Renaissance culture. From his own
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writings, we know that in Florence he became a close follower of Girolamo Savonarola and in
1502 even became a novice of the Dominican order.613 After the execution of Savonarola in 1498,
Maximus became a secretary of Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola; he lost his position only
because of his patron’s exile. Around 1499–1500, Michael also spent some time in Venice and
worked with Aldus Manutius: some of the letters he wrote during his time in Mirandola were sent
to ‘the house of dominus Aldus Venetianus.614 Finally, already in Russia Maximus composed a
short text on Aldus Manutius and his publisher’s design.615
He also knew Angelo Poliziano and other Italian humanists whose legacy he would later
severely criticise in the writings composed in Russia and directed against the ‘Western mode of
thinking’. Describing the diffusion of astrology and pagan philosophy in Italian society, he
respectively refers to two main terms: a ‘Latin vice’ and a ‘Hellenic charm’. Maximus summarised
his negative attitude towards Renaissance thought in his Words against Juan Luis Vives.616
Completed around 1530 it represents a severe critique of Vives’ interpretation of Augustine’s De
civitate Dei. Although from the text itself, it becomes evident that Maximus did not actually read
Vives’ commentary, which was published after Maximus’ move to Moscow. His actual aim was
to persuade his Muscovite readers that the Catholic Church was corrupt. Thus, he rejects the very
idea of interpreting religious texts with the use of alternative methods and sources. To the
humanistic method of reading theological texts, he opposes the example of a true religious
reformer, whose teaching does not deal with text but with spirit, that is his Florentine mentor
Girolamo Savonarola.617

613

Синицына, Максим Грек, pp. 76–82.

614

Преподобный Максим Грек, Сочинения, vol. 1, pp. 86–97.

615

Ibid., pp. 345–47.

616

Людмила Журова, Авторский текст Максима Грека: рукописная и литературная традиция, 2 vols

(Novosibirsk: Izdatel’stvo Sibirskogo otdeleniya Akademii Nauk, 2008–2011), II, pp. 259–72.
617

Maximus composed a short hagiographical novella on Savonarola: Ibid., pp. 249–56.

217

In 1504, Michael returned to Greece, to Mount Athos, where he took the Orthodox
monastic vows at the famous Monastery of Vatopedi. In 1515, he was invited to Russia by Grand
Prince Vassily III to translate Greek prayer books into Russian.618 However, at the time of his
arrival in Moscow Maximus did not know Church Slavonic and initially had to work in cooperation
with his Russian associates. After having learnt the language, Maximus did not limit himself to
translating books, but also wrote a number of original treatises on politics, social life, and theology.
The reception of European culture is a large part of his legacy. The most interesting example of
Maximus’ anti-Latin and anti-Catholic position are his Epistles Against Astrology.
The dating of these three treatises is uncertain. Two of them, which are of a more theoretical
nature, were written before 1524, while the third one is dedicated to the refutation of an astrological
prediction of the Deluge of 1524. As my primary task is to show links between Italian antiastrological treatises and Maximus’s works, I will devote less attention to the third treatise, which
has already been analysed by Robert Collis.619
All these works are dedicated to Maximus’s friend and patron Feodor Karpov (1475/80—
1540/45), one of the leading Russian diplomats of that time and a well-known intellectual, and are
directed against Nicholas Bulev or Bülow (? — 1548), also known as ‘Nemchin’ (Бюлев and
Немчин in Russian). Little is known about this person who was an astrologer and physician at the
court of Grand Prince Vassily III. 620 In Russian sources, Nicholas was mentioned as Lübchanin
(Любчанин); this means that he was from Lübeck, Germany. This also explains his other
nickname, Nemchin, or ‘nemets’ (немец) in modern Russian. This word, meaning ‘dumb’, now
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applies to Germans and formerly referred to people of most Western nations; even a French or an
Englishman could be called ‘nemets’. Nicholas studied in Rostock and then, after a short stay in
the large commercial Russian city of Novgorod, spent some years in Rome. On the invitation of
Vassily’s ambassador at the Holy See, Nicholas arrived in Russia, where he sought to popularise
Western thought, including astrology. His attempts in this direction included a translation into
medieval Russian of Johannes Stöffler’s prediction about the Deluge of 1524. He was also
responsible for translating from German and disseminating the first Russian medical encyclopedia,
the Blagoprokhladniy vertograd of 1534. Nicholas was a Catholic and, according to his opponents,
tried to convince the Grand Prince and his milieu of the closeness of Western and Eastern branches
of the Christianity. Naturally, such activity was identified by Nicholas’ Orthodox opponents as
proselytism. One of the most severe antagonists of Nicholas, as regards not only his astrological
speculations, but especially his attempt to unite the Catholic and Orthodox Churches, became the
former novice of the Dominican order Maximus the Greek. Thus, the three Epistles against
Astrology were a part of Maximus’s polemics against the Catholic Church and its doctrine. But as
we will see, he uses in this work some arguments against astrology allegedly taken from Giovanni
Pico’s Disputationes and Savonarola’s Contro gli astrologi.
In his anti-astrological Epistles, while providing examples of the political application of
astrology, Maximus clearly had the Grand Prince as his addressee. Accordingly, Maximus uses
some examples to demonstrate the history of the spiritual degradation of Western Christians. He
mentions that it was a Roman custom to appeal to various magicians, especially during wars. 621
To these erroneous attempts to predict the future he opposes the ‘great’ examples of the past, with
Constantine the Great, Moses and others relying their destiny and deeds on God instead of
astrology and magical ceremonies.622 He also recalls Russian recent history, claiming that Mamai,
the leader of the Golden Horde’s army in the legendary battle in Kulikovo appealed for the
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astrologers’ advice, while the Russian Grand Prince Dmitry Donskoy did not partake at all in
magical speculations and remained loyal to the Christian religion. The first victory over the
Mongols in Kulikovo in 1380 had had a great spiritual effect of which Maximus and his readers
were aware.623 In addition, Maximus notes that the court astrologer of Duke Lodovico Moro
announced to his patron that he would win the war against Charles VIII of France, which started
in 1494 and, as it is known, ended in the total defeat of the Milanese ruler.624 Maximus admits that
the cause of the diffusion of magical beliefs was related to the religious crisis in Western Europe,
and its radical shift from ‘true’ Christianity to pagan philosophy. This idea passes through the
whole corpus of Maximus’ writings.
Many texts written at that time represent astrology as a ‘Latin vice’, a theme that becomes
the central point of the famous political concept of ‘Moscow the Third Rome’. Originally coined
in the early sixteenth century by the monk Philotheus of Pskov in the context of the anti-Latin and
anti-astrological discussions in Russia, the idea was that Moscow would succeed Rome and
Constantinople as the third Christian capital, after both cities had been destroyed because of their
religious and moral corruption.625 Philotheus’ letter against astrologers was addressed to Mikhail
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Munekhin and was directed against the same Nicholas Bülow, whose influence upon Vassily III
Maximus the Greek tried to eliminate with his Epistles. Thus, from the sixteenth century onwards
anti-astrology in Russia had clear political implications thanks to the contributions of Maximus
and Philotheus. In their writings, astrology as an erroneous tool for predictions was strongly related
to the question of fate. Maximus claims that by exploring the wheel of fortune, astrologers limit
divine omnipotence.626 The idea of preventing the ruler’s interest in predicting the future and, in
general, in Western intellectual culture, became widespread in early modern Russian anti-Catholic
writings. It received support even though in the sixteenth and seventeen centuries it was common
for Russian tsars to have personal astrologers. Maximus’ and Philotheus’ anti-Catholicism was
considered to be an effective strategy in political polemics with other courtiers, while astrology
became an important political tool at the court of the first Romanovs.627
Despite his clear anti-Latinism, in a number of his arguments Maximus often refers to the
tradition he openly opposes. First of all, attention must be paid to the term divinatrix, used by all
the aforementioned thinkers.628 From the time of Ptolemy’s Almagest and Tetrabiblos, there was
a clear distinction between judicial astrology mired in superstitions and mathematical astrology
considered to be a significant and reliable part of natural philosophy. This distinction between the
two branches of astrological knowledge was emphasised in various medieval texts; Giovanni Pico
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also referred to it in the Proemium to the Disputationes.629 Savonarola used the same idea
underpinning the opposition between astrological speculations and the study of real (natural)
causes of terrestrial events, which is possible only through divine inspiration, 630 though he did not
mention the distinction between the two kinds of astrology. Meanwhile, Maximus’s attempt to
point out the divinatory character of astrology in his Epistles seems rather strange if not useless.
In sixteenth-century Russia, Ptolemy’s astrological or astronomical texts were scarcely known and
the legacy of Western medieval thinkers also remained virtually unknown. The cosmological
views were based on religious sources, primarily Byzantine, often modified after they became
popular in Russia. The motivation of Maximus, who used the word предрицательный (equivalent
of divinatrix) remains unclear.
Further, it is interesting to compare the structure of all the aforementioned anti-astrological
works. As we have seen above, the Disputationes overviews all possible arguments against
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astrology, in the fields of philosophy, theology, as well as history and law, and is thus structured
accordingly. In his vernacular paraphrase of Giovanni Pico’s treatise, Savonarola modified this
sequence in order to adapt the arguments to his own purpose. However, unlike Pico and
Savonarola, Maximus decided to limit himself to religious matters. This is understandable enough:
in Russia, no one knew the works of Abraham ibn Ezra or Roger Bacon. Maximus, who spent
many years in various humanist circles in Italy, probably knew the works of these thinkers, unline
his Muscovite readers. If he had tried to incorporate their legacy into his own treatises, he would
have written another introductory text to the history of Western philosophy.
Conditioned by his focus on religious context, Maximus’s main argument is that
astrological predictions are at variance with the Christian doctrine of free will. For him, the
astrologers’ claim to determine the future questioned God’s omnipotence. Moreover, since,
according to him, astrology was imported to Russia by Nicholas ‘Nemchin’,631 this danger
acquired a confessional character. Using numerous quotations from the Bible and religious
literature, Maximus tried to prove the demonic nature of divination. In this respect, his polemical
treatises seem to be rather conventional, and I cannot agree with Nina Sinitsïna and Robert Collis,
who has largely supported Sinitsïna’s supposition,632 that in his anti-astrological motivation
Maximus followed Giovanni Pico and criticised astrology with the use of anthropological
arguments. Moreover, Sinitsïna sought to find some parallel motifs related to the subject of human
autonomy in Western and Eastern thought: in her opinion Maximus’s attempt to reject astrology
can be regarded not only in the context of the Disputationes and the Oratio de hominis dignitate,
but also in the context of the De libero arbitrio diatribe sive collatio, also written in 1524 by
Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam.633 My analysis suggests the opposite: the very character of
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Maximus’s treatises, their polemical orientation and their sources are quite traditional, while his
purpose is to show that Italian Catholic culture is corrupted.
To demonstrate the history of the spiritual degradation of Western Christians, Maximus
refers to some examples. In his opinion, the best proof of ‘dechristianization’ was the work of
three contemporary Italian thinkers – Niccolò Lelio Cosmico da Ferrara, Agostino Nifo, and
Angelo Poliziano.634 Against the background of this accusation, some remarks from ‘Latin’
sources in Saint Maximus’s treatises seem to be especially curious.
Unlike Pico and Savonarola, Maximus used only a few sources in his Epistles. In his three
short texts, he generally quoted the Bible and the works of the Holy Fathers. Moreover, as he was
Orthodox and an opponent to the Latins, Maximus preferred to quote Greek Fathers instead of
Latin ones, which is of course also linked to the problem of readership, since Maximus’ audience
was more familiar with Greek sources. He made only two exceptions to this rule, and I think that
these two cases prove the influence of Savonarola and, probably, of Giovanni Pico.
The first case is related to a quotation from Saint Augustine, the only Latin Father
mentioned in the Epistles. In the first Epistle, Maximus referred to the De genesi ad litteram, which
was one of the least known among Augustine’s treatises in early modern Russia. In the passage in
question Maximus said:

That astrological doctrine is produced by diabolical instigation is attested by Saint
Augustine of Hippo who said in the first chapter of the De genesi ad litteram:

And if astrologers often correctly predict future events, it is not made through divine
inspiration, but through devil’s hidden instigation, because human minds that are not sufficiently
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prepared for this, become subdued; and thus, through such predictions they find themselves in the
devil’s hands.635

An almost identical text can be found in the Contro gli astrologi:

Li sacri teologi ancora tutti detestano questa astrologia divinatoria dimostrando che è falsa
e perniciosa, massimamente santo Augustino in molti luoghi, e tra li altri nel secondo libro sopra
el Genesi ad litteram dice: «Quando li matematici, cioè gli astrologi, predicono qualche cosa vera,
dovemo dire che la predicano per istinto occultissimo di demonii, el quale istinto patiscono le
mente umane che non se ne avvengano.636

It should be emphasised that Savonarola quoted this passage at the beginning of the second
book of his treatise. In Russia, Maximus had access to neither a manuscript of the De genesi ad
litteram, nor a copy of Savonarola’s work. He had to make a quotation from memory and it is
easier to keep in mind a key phrase from the beginning as it was in the Contro gli astrologi. If he
had used Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes, which abound in quotations from a number of
Augustine’s works, it would be strange that he eliminated all the other possible sources for his
own polemics. Moreover, in his treatise Pico had not specifically quoted this passage from the De
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genesi ad litteram. The fact that Maximus quoted from memory is attested by a mistake he made:
he was sure that this passage originated from the first book of the De genesi, while Savonarola
mentioned the right place – the beginning of the second book. It seems quite plausible that in his
Epistle Against Astrology Maximus memorised not Augustine himself, but Augustine in
Savonarola’s interpretation.
In the second example, Maximus mentions the philosophical disputes on astrology. As we
have seen, Maximus is generally concerned solely with the theological and religious problems
concerning astrology. The fact that he makes an exception here, and decides to focus on the
philosophical context is therefore significant. In the First Epistle to Feodor Karpov637 he says:

Indeed, astrologers are vain and ignorant and full of every lie and falsehood, because they
have lost God and their souls are enslaved by demons; they are not the prophets of God, inspired
by the Holy Spirit, witnessing piety and salvation, but those of the servants of the Pythian spirit,
bad men, supporters of every evil, Chaldeans, Babylonians, Egyptians, Arabians and Phoenicians,
who were converted to the evil ab origine, and after that everybody followed the lie of Epicurus
and Diagoras,638 who was named impious for this. Because neither Socrates,639 nor Plato, nor
Aristotle, who were considered the most honest among the Greek philosophers and those who
loved the truth most of all, as it becomes clear from their writings, agreed with astrological
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falsehood. And Aristotle, who was aware of its falsity and condemned it, despite all the useless
efforts of astrology to look like art, mentioned it nowhere in his works. 640

It seems interesting that in this quotation Maximus, unlike both Giovanni Pico and
Savonarola, divides major Greek philosophers into two camps. In the first book of the
Disputationes Giovanni Pico, on the contrary, tried to show that all the outstanding philosophers
had been opponents of astrological speculations; he started with Pythagoras, saying:

That Pythagoras did not believe in astrology, was attested by Theodoret [of Cyrus],
Diogenes Laertius and Plutarch.641

We can find almost the same text, with the similar expression praestasse fidem, in
Savonarola’s Contro gli astrologi, though without any reference to sources.642 The case of
Epicurus seems to be more complicated. Savonarola did not mention him at all, and Giovanni Pico,
according to his ‘historiographic’ idea that all major philosophical schools opposed astrology,
640
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mentioned Epicurus among those philosophers who had rejected astrology. However, he did not
miss the opportunity to condemn the Greek thinker’s views, saying:

How great the astrological madness should have been, if even Epicurus, who affirmed so
many delusions, did not support it!643

As for the status of Plato and Aristotle as opponents of astrology, Maximus, Giovanni Pico
and Savonarola were unanimous. Probably, refuting the philosophical foundations of astrological
speculations, Maximus opposed the idea of close relations between ancient philosophy and
religion, so widespread in Renaissance Italy under the banner of prisca theologia, and thus in that
respect followed Giovanni Pico and Savonarola. It is also quite possible that the Orthodox monk,
who had quoted this passage from memory already in Russia, simply kept in mind the principal
piece of information, namely the fact that the leading Greek philosophers, Plato and Aristotle, were
inclined against astrology. Maximus was probably not an expert in philosophical matters – this
can be confirmed by his mention of Socrates and Plato as two separate and independent
philosophers. Recalling the names of Pythagoras and Epicurus he probably intended to show to
his Russian readers the degree of diffusion of astrological ideas in Europe.
Finally, the passage on Aristotle’s silence over astrology could have been taken either from
Giovanni Pico’s Book I of the Disputationes or from Savonarola’s Contro gli astrologi:

Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes

Savonarola’s Contro gli astrologi

(I, p. 48-50)

(II, 1, p. 54)

Plato et Aristoteles, philosophiae principes, Certo Aristotele, che si sforzò di non
indignam putaverunt de qua verbum aliquando lasciare imperfetta o intatta alcuna parte
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facerent, tota sua philosophia plus eam silendo della filosofia, in questa parte, se la fusse
quam quisque voce scriptisve condemnantes… vera, averia troppo dormito, massime
Cur igitur Aristoteles libros suos de caelo tam avendo scritto el libro de caelo et mundo, nel
ieiunos reliquit, ubi tam multa, tam splendida quale non ne fa parola alcuna, né in alcuno
dicere potuit et, si potuit, debuit de stellis, de libro ne fa menzione; e questo è segno che
planetis,

eorum

efficientiam,

conditionem indicans nobis?

proprietates, lui non la reputò degna delle sue parole, cioè
né di approbazione, perché è vanissima, né
di reprobazione, perché è per sé manifesto
che è una fabula.

Obviously, Savonarola adopted Pico’s passage on Aristotle’s De caelo, and it is possible
that Maximus recalled this passage from the Contro gli astrologi and for this reason did not
mention Plato.
To sum up, the three Epistles Against Astrology written by Maximus the Greek about 1524
are a perfect example of anti-Latin polemics in medieval Russia. Their author, who had earlier
intended to become a Catholic monk, turned into an ardent opponent of Catholicism and, in
general, of the Western mode of thinking. Having based his attack on astrology, considered as a
‘Latin vice’, on the Bible and on the works of Greek Holy Fathers, he tried to underline the gap
between the true Christian religion and a corrupted Catholic Church mired in superstitions, false
faith, and heresies. To show his orientation towards the Orthodox theological tradition and to
preserve the doctrines of human free will and God’s omnipotence, which, according to him, are
undermined by the astrological speculations, he quoted Greek Fathers (Basil the Great, Gregory
Nazianzus, John Chrysostom, John of Damascus and many others), while among Latin Fathers he
mentioned only Augustine. Unlike his Italian predecessors, Maximus the Greek limited his antiastrological polemics to theological aspects, all but omitting philosophical and natural arguments
against predictions. Nevertheless, in some situations, when he needed to quote Latin Fathers or

229

ancient philosophers like Aristotle, he referred to the works of Savonarola and Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola without mentioning their names. Thus, Maximus’ wish to discredit astrological ideas
in Russia forced him to appeal to the legacy which in fact he fought against.
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Chapter IV
Lucio Bellanti and the Return to ‘Christian Astrology’

As was said in the previous chapters, Giovanni Pico’s attack on astrology found the support
of several well-known thinkers of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Their motivations
to reject astrology were related to their religious intentions. Such a movement of anti-astrological
literature was building up on previous traditions, but it receives additional impetus after the
publication of Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes. However, Pico’s influence and mythical status of
the greatest intellectual of his day did not prevent some intellectuals from opposing his ideas. The
list of Giovanni Pico’s critics includes several prominent Renaissannce philosophers and
humanists. In what follows, I will focus on two most important figures who did not share Giovanni
Pico’s opinion on astrology, Lucio Bellanti and Giovanni Gioviano Pontano. Both read the
Disputationes before its publication in 1496. Thus, their reaction to Giovanni Pico’s treatise was
immediate, which allows us to place their writings into the context of anti-astrological polemics
without taking into consideration the subsequent political, philosophical, or scientific
interpretations.
The documents related to Bellanti’s biography are scarce.644 We know that he came from
a noble Sienese family. The exact date of his birth is unknown, and so is his university and
intellectual background. We only know for certain that Bellanti called himself a ‘magister artium
et medicinae’, although the place where he had obtained his degree is unknown. In 1483, he finally
comes to light in the sources describing political conflicts in Siena. Bellanti took an active part in
those political controversies, but the party he belonged to was defeated, and Bellanti was forced
to leave his hometown. It seems that his exile did not last very long, as in 1487 Bellanti reappeared
in Siena. During those four years, the political situation changed, and the new political regime was
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favourable to Bellanti’s family. In the subsequent period, Bellanti played an important role in
Sienese politics: he was involved in the battle against Florence, as well as in the political struggle
between the previous government and Pandolfo Petrucci, the future ruler of Siena. After Petrucci’s
victory over Bellanti’s party the latter had to leave Siena. Though Bellanti’s brother asked Petrucci
to show mercy, and Petrucci seemed to be inclined to do so, Bellanti refused to yield to Petrucci
and never returned to Siena.
In 1495, he appeared in Florence for a brief period of time. There he participated in some
debates on the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem, which was being prepared for
publication and was largely disseminated among Florentine intellectuals. By then, Bellanti had
become a famous astrologer. In particular, he made Giovanni Pico’s horoscope and correctly
predicted that Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s life would only last thirty one years. The accuracy
of the prediction granted him a honourable place among Renaissance astrologers. In Florence, he
learned for the first time that Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola and other thinkers from the circle
of Savonarola intended to publish Giovanni Pico’s anti-astrological text and expressed his
extremely negative attitude to such an initiative. It is not known whether Bellanti’s first intention
was to re-establish the status of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola as an anti-astrologer or to oppose
his attack on astrology in general.
His appearance in Florence in 1495 caused a mistake in scholarly studies.645 The idea that
Bellanti completed his Responsiones in disputationes Ioannis Pici adversus astrologos during his
short stay in Florence was first promulgated in the eighteenth century; it was believed that he had
decided to print it in Bologna. However, there is no text with that date among the books printed in
Italy in the fifteenth century. The first confirmed publication of the Responsiones is dated 9 May,
1498, that is four days after the incarceration of Girolamo Savonarola and fourteen days before his
execution. This suggests that Bellanti’s Responsiones was primarily directed against Savonarola
and his influence upon Florentine intellectuals such as Giovanni Pico rather than against Giovanni
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Pico himself. Such a coincidence points to the political rather than intellectual significance of
Bellanti’s treatise and to its relation to the persecution of Savonarola. In 1502, four years after
Savonarola’s execution and three years after Bellanti’s mysterious death in Venice, the
Responsiones was re-published along with another pro-astrological treatise by Bellanti, the De
astrologica veritate. Several decades later, both treatises were published for the third time in Basle
under the following titles: the De astrologica veritate and the In defensio astrologiae contra
Ioannem Picum Mirandulam.646
Both texts are of great importance within the astrological polemics in the late fifteenth and
early sixteenth centuries inasmuch as they are devoted to the legitimisation of astrology. At the
same time, only the second treatise, the Responsiones in disputationes Ioannis Pici adversus
astrologos, is explicitly directed against Giovanni Pico’s attack on astrology. In contrast, in the
Liber de astrologica veritate Bellanti deals with the general and theoretical questions concerning
astrology. Though it is not possible to ignore the essence of Bellanti’s pro-astrological arguments
in the latter book, it should be regarded as a supplementary source for a study of his anti-Piconian
views. The structure of both treatises proves that Bellanti was not a fervent supporter of new
humanistic and intellectual trends. His Latin is far from being elegant and refined, particularly
when measured to the writings of Giovanni Pico, Marsilio Ficino or Giovanni Pontano. The Liber
de astrologica veritate consists of twenty ‘quaestiones’, which partly adopts the structure of
medieval ‘disputationes’, although it does not follow the structure of ‘propositiones’ and
‘oppositiones’, which was typical of both medieval scholastics and many Renaissance writers,
including Pietro Pomponazzi. The Responsiones in disputationes Ioannis Pici adversus
astrologos, which will be the focus of this chapter, is divided into twelve parts, which correspond
to the books of Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes. This approach allows him to consider Giovanni

646

I refer to the edition of 1502: Lucius Bellantius, Defensio astrologiae contra Ioannem Picum Mirandulam. Lucii

Bellantii Senensis mathematici ac physici liber de astrologica veritate. Et in disputationes Ioannis Pici adversus
astrologos responsiones (Venice: per Bernardinum Venetum de Vitalibus, 1502).

233

Pico’s main anti-astrological arguments in succession, showing his readers to what extent and
which of his arguments were wrong. In contrast to the Liber de astrologica veritate, the
Responsiones seems to be modelled after the medieval scholastic practice of ‘oppositiones’.
Judging by the structure of both writings, Bellanti stood closer to medieval philosophical tradition
rather than to humanism, Neoplatonism, or other innovative movements of that period. Such
preliminary observations about the form of Bellanti’s treatises and his medieval background are
confirmed by Bellanti’s pro-astrological argumentation.
To understand why Bellanti devotes so much time to medieval astrologers, in her recent
article Ornella Pompeo Faracovi convincingly argues that Bellanti was attempting to restore the
concept of ‘Christian astrology’. She states that Bellanti’s astrological views developed within the
context of the medieval tradition of ‘Aristotelianised astrology’, based on the distinction between
two crucial aspects of ancient philosophy: fate or predestination (severely criticised due to its
incompatibility with Christianity) and the chain of physical, natural causes. 647 The latter concept,
being close to Stoicism, was largely developed within subsequent philosophical schools, first in
ancient Greece and then among the Arab Peripatetic philosophers. According to Ornella Pompeo
Faracovi, Bellanti tried to reconcile such a doctrine with the critique thereof formulated by
Alexander of Aphrodisias in the De fato. He does so by insisting that the Stoic causal chain may
be compatible with the Christian notion of human free will. Pompeo Faracovi also argues that
another major source for the legitimisation of astrology in Bellanti’s writings was the Christian
Aristotelian tradition: This explains Bellanti’s regular references to Thomas Aquinas and John
Duns Scot throughout his Responsiones, when he insists on the similarity between their concepts
of predestination and the earlier Aristotelianised astrology.
Thus Bellanti’s polemical strategy is determined by his main goal and consists of
reconsidering two main points of Giovanni Pico’s arguments. First, Bellanti admits that the
‘historiographical’ sketch about astrology and its sources in the Disputationes has nothing to do
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with the actual interpretation of astrological texts. Secondly, Bellanti strives to re-establish the
agreement between astrology and theology that Pico had sought to destroy. To do so, he works
through the same philosophical categories – such as light, natural and particular causes, and some
others – which were central in Book III of the Disputationes. Finally, Bellanti takes into account
the problem of textual distortion in the Disputationes.
Bellanti starts answering to Giovanni Pico with the question of astrological authorities. His
aim is to disprove Giovanni Pico’s arguments one after another. He begins with Homer and
Caecilius, whose names are mentioned at the beginning of the introduction to the Disputationes.
He even uses the same quotation from the Bible, pointing at the ‘wolves in sheep’s clothing’ who
seduce fellows under the guise of close friends, specifically with elegant speeches. 648 Although
the citations from ancient poets and the Bible were used in the Disputationes to demonstrate the
corrupt nature of astrology, Bellanti turns Giovanni Pico’s argumentation against Pico himself.
Having radically changed the direction of Pico’s rhetoric, Bellanti admits that those who pass
themselves as virtuous and caring people, and criticise astrology and astrologers are actually guilty
of confusing everybody.649 Bellanti insists that their attempts are innappropriate and may be made
only by those who are unfamiliar with the subject. Astrology, he adds, was never repugnant with
both civil and ecclesiastical law and during several centuries proved to be useful and almost
necessary in various fields of human activity, including medicine, travels and agriculture 650 – all
the three being traditionally listed in this context.
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Bellanti then points to the transformation of Giovanni Pico’s views of astrology. For him,
discrepancies and contradictions within Giovanni Pico’s works lead to serious doubts about the
authenticity of the Disputationes. According to him, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola’s
assertion that his uncle did return to the fold of the Church was a proof that the text of Giovanni
Pico’s treatise had been distorted to serve the interests of Savonarola and his disciples. Bellanti
reproduces several figures of speech from the Disputationes and shows to his reader that he
generally follows the structure Giovanni Pico’s treatise. Thus, he opens the paragraph on the
development of Pico’s astrological views with the figure of primum omnium scire lectorem volo,
which introduced readers to the history of astrology and its sources in Book I of the Disputationes.
Bellanti refers to Pico’s earlier works and identifies several contradictions between them and the
Disputationes. He mentions the Apologia addressed to Lorenzo de’ Medici and the ‘speech to the
cardinals’ (that is the Oratio de hominis dignitate) who would later condemn the 900 Conclusiones.
In Bellanti’s opinion, in these treatises Giovanni Pico supported astrology, while his radical volteface can only be caused by either Savonarola’s intervention in the text or his ‘negative’ influence
on Giovanni Pico.651 Obviously, Bellanti, whose treatise was published just when Savonarola was
thrown to prison, was determined by the political context in which it was written. However, such
an explanation seems to have gained popularity in the late fifteenth century onwards and to give
birth to the notion that Giovanni Pico’s last treatise might be spurious. In any case, the main goal
of Bellanti’s text was to put forward new charges against Savonarola, who, in Bellanti’s opinion,
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had distorted the text of the Disputationes or, at least, appropriated Giovanni Pico’s arguments to
serve his own ideological agenda.
As Bellanti’s task is to reconsider, step by step, Giovanni Pico’s arguments against
astrology, he begins with analysing the legacy of those authors who, according to his opponent,
rejected astrological speculation. Without paying much attention to chronology, he shows that
Giovanni Pico’s attribution of most prominent thinkers to the camp of anti-astrologers was false.
First of all, he discusses the two greatest thinkers of Antiquity, Plato and Aristotle. In the
Disputationes, as we have seen, Pico argued that none of them took the question of astrology into
consideration. For him, such a silence was the best evidence of their opposition to astrology.
According to Bellanti, this argument is far from being convincing, even if it was widely accepted
over the centuries. Bellanti does not deny that Plato and Aristotle did not elucidate the problem of
astrological influence upon the world in their writings, but he looks at this fact from another
standpoint. He recognises that Plato did not mention astrology along with many other topics
anywhere in his dialogues. In his opinion, though, such a silence proves that both Aristotle and
Plato involved in studies of the nature and natural effects identified astrology with astronomy. This
allowed astrology to obtain mathematical apparatus, as well as a honourable place among other
sciences in the Ancient world.652 The argument used by Bellanti echoes the medieval and
Renaissance traditions that Pico had tried to dismantle, and which tended to equate astrology and
astronomy.
As regards other authors mentioned in the Disputationes, Bellanti uses the same polemical
strategy. He recognises that Pythagoras and Democritus did not approve of astrological speculation
as it was shown in Giovanni Pico’s treatise. However, he adds that it was Pythagoras and
Democritus who first incorporated magical, occult studies into ancient philosophy.653 But he does
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not go in depth explaining their possible pioneering contribution. It is likely that here Bellanti
refers to the works falsely attributed to Pythagoras, such as the Golden Verses, which were central
to the prisca theologia. He also assumes that Seneca, though an opponent to astrology, could not
leave aside the problem of fate and fortune due to his orientation towards Stoicism.654 It seems that
Bellanti ties together ancient philosophical discourses on fate with the highest, philosophical level
of astrology. According to Bellanti, another famous opponent of astrology, Cicero, did not criticise
astrology as such, but unprofessional and ungifted astrologers who apparently were unable to
provide accurate prognoses.655 In a similar way, Bellanti insists on reconsidering Giovanni Pico’s
words on Plotinus’ critique of astrology. He states that Firmicus Maternus and Porphyry are more
competent and more objective towards Plotinus than Giovanni Pico’s radical interpretation.656
Besides, Bellanti acknowledges the legacy of the Aristotelian tradition, assuming that both
Alexander of Aphrodisias and Averroes were involved in philosophical debates on fate and
necessity related to the question of astrology and predestination. It is worth noting that his phrase
about Averroes’ doctrine of the unity of the intellect, officially prohibited in the Middle Ages is
obscure. From Bellanti’s own words, it is not clear whether he sought to re-establish the doctrine
or criticised Giovanni Pico of referring to the philosopher whose false theory had been completely
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rejected.657 Bellanti rejects the opinion that Ptolemy’s philosophical interpretation of Aristotle was
rather superficial and essentially poor. The Sienese physician affirms the highest place of Ptolemy
among his fellow astrologers without having particular doubts in regard to his astronomical or
philosophical studies.658 Thus, while working through the same sources and authorities Giovanni
Pico della Mirandola referred to in the Disputationes and deconstructing Giovanni Pico’s
deconstruction of auctoritates, Bellanti intends to restore the high position of astrology by
considering all these texts in a completely opposite way.
Bellanti then proceeds to mention the Florentine humanists and scientists who wrote in
favour of astrology, and the way Bellanti reconsiders their contribution to astrology or antiastrology confirms his intention to restore the positive status of astrology. Aside from Giovanni
Marliani and a certain Luchinus, both mentioned in the Disputationes, Bellanti refers to Paolo
Toscanelli. Toscanelli, whose calculations influenced Christopher Columbus to take a new route
to the Orient, was named among the anti-astrologers in the Disputationes. Bellanti, in contrast,
recalls that Toscanelli obtained the status of a professional astrologer and even made horoscopes
for the Medici family members. He supposes that even Leon Battista Alberti supported astrology
and described its possible positive impact in the De architectura.659 Finally, Bellanti mentions
Marsilio Ficino’s De vita libri tres, where Ficino sought to adopt astrology and magic for medical
purposes, as well as Nicolò Leoniceno, whose medical treatises, according to Bellanti, abounded
in astrological elements. The most complicated case Bellanti has to face is Angelo Poliziano. In
order to reject Poliziano’s critique of astrology or, at least, to show the lack of his astrological
knowledge, Bellanti claims that Poliziano was not familiar with astrological/astronomical
techniques and his expertise in astrology was not far from superficial notwithstanding his attempts
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to improve it. Bellanti argues that such an assessment of Poliziano’s astrological knowledge
demonstrates that Giovanni Pico’s attempt to ascribe his close friend to the team of anti-astrologers
is erroneous.660
Bellanti’s polemical strategy perfectly fits with his recognition of several astrologers of
Antiquity and the Middle Ages: Manilius, Guido Bonatti, or Pierre d’Ailly. His main purpose here
is to show that, contrary to what Pico argued, ecclesiastical decrees were not at variance with
astrological speculation.661 Bellanti claims that the Church only prohibited those forms of magical
practices that contradicted the essence of the Catholic doctrine. Astrology at its highest level could,
however, be used to prove and establish Christian dogmas. Following the ‘theological’ apology of
astrology, Bellanti establishes a list of early Christian and medieval thinkers who supported this
notion. His aim is to challenge and invert the ‘historiographical’ component of Pico’s argument,
by giving a new status to the authors who were declared anti-astrologers in the Disputationes.
Generally remaining within a Christian Aristotelian framework, Bellanti intends to restore the
astrology’s high position. With reference to Aristotle and medieval doctores, namely Thomas
Aquinas and John Duns Scot, he tries to create powerful grounds for the legitimisation of
astrology: the doctrine of Christian astrology still remains his ideal. Thus, unlike Giovanni Pico,
who dedicated the most part of his Disputationes to controversies on astrological calculations,
Bellanti keeps a balance between theological arguments and natural philosophy.
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To disprove Giovanni Pico’s philosophical arguments against astrology, Bellanti refutes
Giovanni Pico’s central thesis according to which the heavens cannot simultaneously be the
universal cause and determine particular terrestrial events. This led Giovanni Pico to deny all
possible causal relationships between celestial and terrestrial elements with which astrologers
worked. Bellanti is using his opponent’s weapon against Giovanni Pico himself. In the
Responsiones, he refers back to Aristotle, whose authority supports him in advancing two
assumptions opposite to Giovanni Pico and his naturalistic views.
First, the Sienese physician claims that the heavenly bodies contain in se specific qualities
through which they may produce a large variety of effects. Therefore, he assumes that each planet
affects the world in a characteristic manner of its own. Such influences of celestial bodies are
caused by the prime mover, which defines the movement of the heavenly spheres. The
correspondence between the celestial spheres and the action of the prime mover was taken from
Thomas Aquinas and other medieval scholastics.662 At the same time, Bellanti admits that some
of characteristics are to be common for all heavenly bodies. As an example, he recalls that not only
the Moon and the Sun can produce light rays and celestial heat: according to Bellanti, these virtues
are typical to other planets and stars as well. To make his argument more solid, Bellanti refers to
the Aristotelian tradition and even names Aristotle and Ptolemy among those who expressed
similar opinions on the nature of celestial influence. His intention is clear: in Book III of the
Disputationes, Giovanni argues that the only celestial bodies to have an influence on earth are the
Moon and the Sun. Bellanti intends to disprove Giovanni Pico’s words with the same arguments
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and even with the use of similar passages from Aristotle and Ptolemy. 663 Against Giovanni Pico,
Bellanti insists that other planets and stars produce effective influences on the terrestrial world.
Following the arguments developed in the Disputationes, Bellanti compares the size of various
celestial bodies to their potential impact. At the same time, Bellanti wonders for what reason the
author of the Disputationes ascribed a significant influence to the Moon and the Sun if their sizes
differ with respect to Saturn or Jupiter in hundreds of times. It should be noted here that Bellanti
refrains from addressing the more complex philosophical considerations Pico developed in the
corresponding passages in the Disputationes, but focuses instead in what he sees as the weakest
point in Pico’s doctrine available for immediate critique.664
The second point addressed by Bellanti is strongly related to the first one. As it has been
pointed out, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and his followers, including Savonarola and
Gianfrancesco Pico, accused astrologers of explaining terrestrial effects through celestial
influences. The main point of Giovanni Pico’s argument concerned the mutability of celestial
influences when they come into contact with the matter. Thus, according to Pico and his followers,
the real impact of celestial bodies penetrating the matter could not be clearly explained. To refute
this claim, Bellanti tries to reconcile his belief that the heaven is both a universal and a particular
cause (rejected by Pico), and his need to acknowledge that no element, including matter, could
distort or modify the powerful and divine influence of the heaven.665 To give his arguments some
credibility, he refers again to the works of Aristotle, and specifically to the Meteorologica, which
he interprets through the Arabic tradition of commenting on Aristole. Thus, Bellanti insists that
the universal influence is above all obstacles and cannot be reduced to anything accidental or
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particular. Heavenly bodies, which are at the heart of the universal order of the world, are full of
‘friendly forces’, the term taken from Averroes. This also shows that Bellanti did not limit himself
exclusively to Aristotle or his Greek commentators. His arguments also lie in the tradition of
Aristotelianised astrology and its medieval religious adaptation.
Bellanti tries to prove the compatibility of astrology and religion referring to Thomas
Aquinas and John Duns Scotus.666 It is worth mentioning that he does not find any contradictions
between Scotism and Thomism regarding this specific doctrine. In the light of the philosophical
debates between these two schools in the fourteenth century, Bellanti’s conclusion looks rather
controversial. In his 900 Conclusiones, along with Plato and Aristotle, Averroes and Avicenna,
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola intended to reconcile these two prominent scholastic doctores.
After the failed dispute in Rome, Giovanni Pico focused exclusively on Plato and Aristotle
omitting at all the two other pairs of thinkers. Bellanti undoubtedly knew about Giovanni Pico’s
attempt to reconcile Thomas Aquinas and John Duns Scotus; thus, his decision to unite Thomas
Aquinas and Duns Scotus within his polemical strategy can be regarded as a response to Pico’s
failed reconciliation idea.
Bellanti starts by exploring the theological arguments to support astrology with a quotation
from Thomas Aquinas. He admits that the heaven has to be considered as the natural cause for
people to reach God.667 According to him, if it is so, a human being, ‘in accordance with his body’,
corresponds to celestial spheres and therefore depends on their influences on it. God, in turn,
governs upon the position of these celestial bodies and their movement through angels to promote
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His will in the terrestrial world.668 Actions produced by human beings are determined due to their
correspondence with the highest, celestial spheres.669 This allows Bellanti to come to the
conclusion that such a link between the two worlds, terrestrial and celestial, is similar to the
relationship between man and heaven, i.e. between macrocosm and microcosm. 670 Thus, the idea
of microcosm is transferred to an astrological level; this opens the door to the combination of the
traditional medieval view of man, its theological aspects, and its further astrological interpretation.
Similar arguments are found in Bellanti’s second major pro-astrological treatise, the De
astrologica veritate. Here, Bellanti first of all calls astrology a science, which recognises the laws
of natural effects and their celestial causes.671 According to him, the main task of astrologers is to
observe, applying mathematical methods, the depth of the divine will. He argues that the use of
mathematics allows astrologers to provide accurate and verified predictions and to avoid potential
problems and mistakes.672 In the De veritate astrologica, the liaison of celestial spheres and their
terrestrial analogies is also described with the use of an image of microcosm. 673
Lucio Bellanti’s response to the Disputationes is an interesting example of the reception of
medieval ‘Christianised’ astrology. Though Bellanti tried not to limit himself to medieval
scholasticism and to draw upon a large range of pro-astrological arguments, the basis of his
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response was deeply rooted in the Aristotelian tradition and its medieval followers. After having
proposed his version of the creation of Pico’s Disputationes, Bellanti sought to refute one after
another all the main notions of his opponent and his followers, especially Girolamo Savonarola.
Finally, Bellanti came to the conclusion that astrology was not at variance with theology and might
become an important field of knowledge able to confirm Christian dogmas. In this respect, Bellanti
remained loyal to the medieval view of astrology.
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Chapter V
Poet, Astrologer, Courtier:
Giovanni Gioviano Pontano versus Giovanni Pico della Mirandola

Unlike Lucio Bellanti, another opponent of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Giovanni
Gioviano Pontano, needs no introduction.674 His contribution to humanist culture was largely
recognised during his lifetime. As the head and the most famous member of Porticus Antonianus
also known as ‘Accademia Pontaniana’, he was responsible for the cultural politics at the court of
Neapolitan kings of the Aragonese dynasty. Though Pontano was born in Umbria, he was never
associated with the northern branch of the humanist movement. In 1447, while Alfonso I of Naples
moved into Tuscany to attack Florence in the papal cause, his favourite humanist, the Sicilian
Panormita (whose real name was Antonio Beccadelli), accompanied him. When Pontano presented
himself at Alfonso’s camp, Panormita recognised the young man’s promise and took him under
his wing. They began a close friendship, which lasted until Panormita’s death in 1471. Panormita
created the first Neapolitan academy, the Porticus Antonianus, which was later renamed after
Pontano. This underlines the status of Pontano at the court of Neapolitan rulers: he was considered
to be Panormita’s successor as the leading ‘court’ humanist. Pontano was also actively involved
in the ‘real’ political life of Naples. In 1487, he was appointed first secretary to the king, which
corresponded to today’s position of prime minister. Pontano’s duties at his new post included
diplomatic negotiations with Italian states and foreign policy as well as the administration of
justice, finance and army. Pontano’s fame as an astrologer also contributed to his promotion to
first secretary: for Renaissance rulers, it was typical to bring their political decisions into
correlation with astrological predictions.
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The list of Pontano’s writings is impressive. It consists of several treatises on moral and
political philosophy, literary writings and poems, philosophical dialogues. Astrology played a
crucial role in Pontano’s intellectual interests. He did not limit himself to interpreting astrology
and its relationship to philosophy, but also served as a translator and commentator of numerous
ancient astrological texts, such as Pseudo-Ptolemy’s Centiloquium and Firmicus Maternus’
Mathesis mentioned above.675 His interest in Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos is also worth mentioning.
Pontano’s astrological poems, the Urania and the De meteore, abound in mythological motifs, are
clearly influenced by Aratus’ Phaenomena and Maniulius’ Astronomica on Pontano.676 It comes
as no surprise, therefore, that Pontano chose to respond to Giovanni Pico’s anti-astrological attack,
especially since Pico had criticised his Latin translation of Pseudo-Ptolemy’s Centiloquium.
However, Giovanni Pontano did not devote a special treatise to oppose Pico’s anti-astrological
polemics. As Benedetto Soldati justly remarked, Pontano’s very legacy is an entire opposition to
Giovanni Pico and, I would add, in general, the Florentine Platonic, Kabbalistic and hermetic
interests.677 The aim of this chapter is to examine Pontano’s reaction to the Disputationes adversus
astrologiam divinatricem in Pontano’s two major astrological writings, the De rebus coelestibus
and the De fortuna. I argue that Pontano’s aim was to reconcile newly rediscovered ancient
astrological texts and ideas with medieval scholasticism, and thus to restore the Christianised
tradition of astrology. In this respect, both Pontano and Bellanti pursued the same goal, but with
the use of different sources.
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Pontano started working on the De rebus coelestibus in the 1470s.678 This period was
marked for Pontano by a number of other astrological projects. Thus, the De rebus coelestibus was
supposed to be a systematic presentation of astrology in prose, whilst at the same time Pontano
composed a corresponding astrological poem, the Urania. After the Disputationes adversus
astrologiam divinatricem spread across Italy Pontano added a specific chapter to the main body of
the De rebus coelestibus devoted to refuting his opponent’s position concerning astrology. 679 It
seems that Pontano read the Disputationes in a manuscript: he completed his response to Pico’s
anti-astrological arguments some time in 1495, that is a year prior to the Benedictus Hectoris
publication of Giovanni Pico’s Opera omnia. The twelfth book of the De rebus coelestibus devoted
to the refutation of the Disputationes is not long, especially in contrast to other parts of Pontano’s
enormous treatise, and not openly addressed to Giovanni Pico. It mostly deals with his opponent’s
natural philosophical arguments against astrology; all other issues including practical astrology
and astrological techniques are out of Pontano’s main interest. Neither does he pay any attention
to Pico’s reconsideration of the prisca theologia concept, which Pontano himself never supported.
This strategy to respond specifically to Pico’s philosophical position on astrology echoes the rest
of the treatise: by rejecting the main argument of Book III of the Disputationes Pontano could
open the door to further explanation of other aspects of astrological speculation already fully
described in the twelve other books of the De rebus coelestibus. Thus, he had no need to react to
all Piconian accusations, but just to the sections devoted to natural philosophy. However, the way
this intention was fulfilled leaves much to be desired. As is shown below, Pontano was only partly
responsible for this failure.
At the beginning of this chapter, Pontano addresses Paolo Cortese, a friend of Giovanni
Pico and Marsilio Ficino, who was largely responsible for Pico’s discharge from prison after the
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failed dispute in Rome. Cortese used Pico as a model for his handbook on cardinals and praised
him to be ‘the most learned of the Latins’ and ‘source of knowledge’. 680 The close relationship
between Pico and Paolo Cortese might be the reason why Pontano remained cautious towards Pico:
he praises Pico as an extremely gifted thinker, but states that he will nonetheless oppose some of
his views, even if Pico is already dead.681 He compares Pico with other prominent thinkers of the
past including Priscian and Lorenzo Valla: for them, Pontano says, it was typical to criticise those
with whom they were working in the same field. He also recalls the debates between the Platonic
and Aristotelian philosophical schools. Pontano’s point is that astrological controversies should
not be left aside and deserve further discussion.682 However, the character of the short chapter does
not correspond to such an ambitious intention. Its anti-Piconian motif also remains in shadow.
Pontano’s tactful attitude towards Giovanni Pico and his Disputationes, officially presented
in the late published version of the De rebus coelestibus is contradicted by the examination of the
autograph copy of the treatise.683 The full text of the De rebus coelestibus, together with a number
of other Pontano’s writings, was published posthumously in 1512. It seems that the editor Pietro
Summonte largely modified several controversial passages of the treatise. In the autograph, there
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are clear interpolations, which suggest that Summonte added Paolo Cortese as the addressee of the
twelfth book of the De rebus coelestibus. Moreover, Summonte simply deleted a large section
where Pontano accused Pico of heresy in his early writings, and of following Savonarola at the
late stage of his career. Summonte did a similar thing with regard to another Pontano’s astrological
treatise, the De fortuna.684
The question of fate and fortune attracted a particular attention in Renaissance thought in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. While having a significant medieval background in
theological texts and in The Consolation of Philosophy and other philosophical treatises, these
concepts received new interpretations during the Renaissance period. This was partly due to a
renewed interest in Cicero’s treatises, as well as in Alexander of Aphrodisias and Stoic philosophy.
On the other hand, the question of fate and fortune seems to be closely related to religious disputes
of the sixteenth century. For instance, a reconsidered version of Augustine’s interpretation of the
concepts of divine providence and free will formed the basis for the Calvinistic theological
tradition.
Giovanni Pontano kept off theological and philosophical novelties. Little is known about
Pontano’s involvement in contemporary philosophical trends. Despite the fact that Marsilio
Ficino’s ideas and writings circulated in fifteenth-century Naples, Platonic philosophy in its
Ficinian interpretation remained on the margin of Neapolitan intellectual interests. 685 Pontano was
largely responsible for that. It seems that his philosophical and literary project dealt with the
restoration of other sources within the Aristotelian and Ptolemaic intellectual framework. The De
fortuna clearly reveals his strategy. Combining the astrological tradition of interpreting fortune
and fate with Aristotelian philosophy, Pontano uses Thomas Aquinas and John Duns Scot to
confirm an anti-deterministic background of astrology and fortuna with the use of theological

684

685

Giovanni Pontano, La fortuna, ed. Francesco Tateo (Naples: La scuola di Pitagora, 2012).
Matteo Soranzo, ‘Reading Marsilio Ficino in Renaissance Italy. The Case of Aragonese Naples’, Quaderni

d’italianistica, 33, 1 (2012), 27–46.

250

arguments. There is no clear evidence whether Pontano’s reconciliation of Aquinas with Duns
Scot in his exploration of the fortune concept was a response to early Piconian theological project
initiated in the 900 Conclusiones. However, the fact of Pontano’s intense use of John Duns Scot
noticed by Francesco Tateo does not seem to be accidental.686 The idea to restore an ancient notion
of fortuna and reinterpret it in a Christian theological context faced severe criticism on the part of
Egidio da Viterbo, who was involved in numerous debates with his rival humanist and poet on
different topics.687
Pontano’s De fortuna was not only a philosophical but a political text. As one of the best
known late fifteenth-century political theorists and the author of the De principe, in the De fortuna
Pontano gives a political dimension to his discussion of fortuna. It becomes clear from the
dedicatory letter. Its destiny is controversial; its first draft was addressed to Antonio Guevara, the
count of Potenza, who was close to Pontano’s patron, Alfonso the Magnanimous. However, a
radical change in the political situation in Italy, and the start of the Italian wars forced Pontano to
look at other possible addressees in search of a new, trustworthy and influential patron. Consalvo
of Cordoba was his final choice.688 Appointed by Ferdinand of Aragon and his wife Isabella of
Castile commander of Spanish troops in southern Italy, he became the effective governor of
Naples. Thus, Pontano’s intention to secure Consalvo’s patronage is central to the text. As Jerry
Bentley has pointed out, after Ferrante’s death and Alfonso II’s abdication in 1494, Pontano briefly
served as secretary to Ferrandino and tried to prevent the French invasion. 689 After the French
troops entered Naples Pontano’s regular political service came to the end. He delivered the keys
to the city to Charles VIII and sought guarantees that the French troops would not demolish the
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city. Francesco Guicciardini indicated that Pontano had welcomed Charles VIII and even
pronounced an oration proclaiming the French king. Although there is no firm evidence of such a
proclamation, by the time the Spanish crown regained Naples Pontano’s reputation was spoiled.
Through the dedicatory letter to Consalvo Pontano, already an old man in his sixties, intended to
protect himself from any possible persecution and in addition to confirm his loyalty to the Spanish
reigning couple. This explains a number of passages flattering his patrons in the introduction and
main body of the De fortuna, where Pontano explores the manifestations of fortune in the deeds
of ancient political leaders clearly referring to his contemporaries. The philosophical arguments
with numerous quotations from Cicero, Aristotle and scholastic doctores had to justify Spanish
political success. In that case, Summonte’s decision to cut out the passages on Giovanni Pico seems
reasonable: the posthumous publication of the De fortuna had to restore Pontano’s political and
philosophical authority in his contemporaries’ opinion, and the attack against one of the leading
Renaissance philosophers might not have been considered as the best means for that.
Thus, the De fortuna represents a mixture of political and philosophical arguments used to
justify the Spanish crown’s success in Southern Italy. Italian Renaissance discussions on the
fortuna concept were widespread since the writings of Coluccio Salutati and Poggio Bracciolini.
After the rediscovery of a number of Cicero’s treatises and the revival of Stoicism, the question of
fortuna had a new life in the Renaissance.690 Petrarca and Salutati both admired Stoic philosophy
and tried to Christianise many of its aspects including the fortuna concept. These attempts to
combine Stoic elements with Christian teaching led to a new understanding of fortuna within
fifteenth-century Italian moral and political thought. Although the revival of Stoic philosophy
faced some opposition, expressed, for instance, in the writings of Lorenzo Valla and Marsilio
Ficino, its reception became widespread throughout the entire Renaissance period. Both Salutati
whose the De fato et fortuna was briefly discussed earlier and Poggio played an important role in
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the Christian reading of Stoicism.691 Their interpretation of the fortuna concept combines the
notion of virtus in its moral dimension with the Christian teaching on divine providence and free
will both dating back to Augustine. The acceptance of any effect of fortune, either positive or
negative, seems to be fundamental and represents a human being’s humility in front of God, whose
omnipotence cannot be called into question. For those who manifest moral virtutes fortune as an
act of God’s will is more benevolent. While Salutati touches upon the fortune concept in its relation
with astrological predestination, Poggio examines its political application claiming that virtus
moralis has a clear corretation with virtus politicus. This interpretation was widely accepted in
Italian Renaissance political thought.692
Remaining completely loyal to this Stoic-Christian reading of fortuna, Pontano, on the
other hand, enriched it with an astrological element. Having his Spanish patrons in mind as
addressees, he claims that fortune is favourably disposed toward impeccable and good rulers. For
Pontano, there is no conflict between fortune and free will, since a human being who has intellect
per se is free and able to act in accordance with his personal intentions. God’s will determines if a
person receives a positive or negative influence; if good fortune accidentally goes to a scoundrel,
it does not contradict the concept of divine omnipotence and omniscience as, Pontano says,
everything is in God’s hands. 693 He adds though that in most cases fortune comes to those who
deserve its favour by their moral and ethical excellence. To prove this notion, Pontano mentions a
number of political leaders who went from very bottom to top. 694
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From a philosophical and theological perspective, Pontano accepts the Stoic concept of the
casual chain supplementing it with typical Augustinian arguments on free will and divine
providence.695 To support the notion of necessary causes, which were established according to
God’s order and thus determine particular terrestrial effects, Pontano generally refers to ancient
philosophers and some medieval scholastics. However, I argue that all the references to ancient
philosophers or poets are nothing but a tribute to the tradition Pontano admired for many years. In
general, his arguments about the fortuna concept are within a very classical Ciceronian, that is
Roman, Stoic tradition; other sources intended to impress Pontano’s readers with their variety add
almost nothing substantial to this traditional framework. Explaining the compatibility of fortuna
with astrology, Pontano makes a step forward in comparison with Salutati, Poggio and the entire
first-half-century tradition. Thus, with reference to the medieval scholastic tradition, mainly to
John Duns Scot, he introduces the medieval notion of impetus (‘impulse’). Although the impetus
theory is originally linked with Aristotelian physics and dynamics, 696 Pontano gives it a theological
explanation. Combining it with a number of ideas of Thomas Aquinas, he claims that the influence
of celestial spheres with the help of impetus determines natural effects. In that context, Pontano
supposes that fortune fundamentally belongs to the celestial spheres from which through
astrological influences it disperses over the terrestrial world and along with a natural impulse
provokes natural effects.697 It is surprising that despite Pontano’s apparent fascination with the
ancient heritage and his ambitious idea to restore ‘real’ Antiquity, he took most of his arguments
from two main sources: from a well-known by his time and classical concept of fatum developed
in Cicero’s writings, and medieval scholasticism.
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Pontano’s views of astrology and fortuna contradicted those of Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola. His intention to respond to the Disputationes within the De fortuna seems evident. A
passage preserved in two manuscripts identified by Francesco Tateo (Vat. Lat. 2841 and Marc.
Lat. VI, 233) indicates that Pontano was openly opposing the Disputationes. By that time, Pontano
was already familiar with the work of Lucio Bellanti, ‘a man well known for his extraordinary
acuteness in all sciences’, and his Responsiones.698 In fact, Pontano explicitly states in this passage
from the De fortuna manuscripts that he will not address Pico’s arguments against astrology,
because the matter had already been with by Bellanti. Instead, he will focus on Pico’s motivation
to reject astrology. Although Pontano acknowledges Pico’s contribution to contemporary
philosophy and calls him ‘a man of great fame, talent, and knowledge’, he admits that Pico fell
under influence of three major authorities at the later stage of his career: Pyrrho, Lorenzo Valla,
and Girolamo Savonarola.699 The presence of Lorenzo Valla, whose writings seem not to have
been among Pico’s favourites, is unclear. Pyrrho’s name in this list reveals that Pico’s
contemporaries were aware of his interest in scepticism. Pontano’s mention that Pyrrho influenced
Pico’s decision to attack astrology as an important part of the whole natural and moral philosophy
can be considered to be an additional proof of Pico’s close reading and use of Sextus Empiricus.
Moreover, the passage in question supports the supposition that for Pico’s contemporaries Sextus
was one of the sources, which determined the transformation of his philosophical orientation.
According to Pontano, the second source was Savonarola. Pontano blames Pico and Savonarola
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for their intention to introduce certain novelties to the Christian religion; in the case of Pico, he
adds, this caused an accusation of heresy, which did not lead to execution exclusively thanks to
the clemency of Pope Innocent VIII. 700 Savonarola is pictured as pure evil, a liar who tried to be
glorified as a saint; Pontano even claims that the senate and the Florentine people issued a special
decree on the glorification of Savonarola.701 This ‘liar’ persuaded Giovanni Pico to compose the
Disputationes adversus astrologiam. Another, more personal, motive was that a certain astrologer
had predicted that Giovanni Pico’s life would be short.702 Here Pontano clearly refers to a wellknown episode from Lucio Bellanti’s biography, however, without naming the author of Pico’s
horoscope. Pontano concludes that along with his philosophical and theological motivation Pico
attacked astrology as he hoped to convince himself of its falsity and, thus, fled from his own
destiny. For Pontano, Pico’s sudden and early death proves that the mathematician’s calculations
and predictions were correct.
The same accusations against Pico are present in the passage from the De rebus coelestibus
that Pietro Summonte cut out. Taking the failed Roman dispute as a starting point of his polemics
with Pico, Pontano insists that the grounds of Pico’s attack on astrology lie in his heretical theses.
700
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He recalls how his opponent intended to propose a series of theses on every discipline including
theology; reformulating Christian dogmas led Pico to a number of philosophical and theological
errors. His conclusions were prohibited by Pope Innocent VIII as they ‘had almost nothing in
common with Christian religion’.703 For Pontano, Pico rejected astrology as a discipline useful for
Christian religion and helpful in various fields, such as medicine or agriculture, because he was
still under the influence of his heretical beliefs over his late years developed by his acquaintance
and friendship with Savonarola. Pontano recognises Pico’s exceptional talent in philosophy,
which, however, does not prevent him from criticising the Disputationes even though its author
could not have had a chance to respond to this criticism.
In the passages not modified by his editor Summonte, Pontano develops his proastrological arguments by claiming that there is no need to refute astrology, because it can be of
use to common people. He reminds that astrology can be applied to many disciplines, and insists
that no great philosopher could ever deny its positive and helpful effect.704 To prove that particular
events can be reliably predicted, Pontano refers to the passage from Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos Pico
used in the Disputationes for disproving the same idea.705 Pontano agrees that while preparing the
horoscopes it is hard to take into account every little detail and therefore astrologers usually face
numerous issues in their work. But a good and professional astrologer can avoid this kind of
inaccuracies if he/she is aware not only of the position of spheres in any particular period of time
but also of their potential effects, the nature and qualities of things upon which the stars produce
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their influence. The astrologer has two approaches to acquire this knowledge: through either
experience or inspiration and fortune.
Regarding the first approach, Pontano points to a number of practical aspects saying that
astrologers from previous generations already confirmed the effects of astrological influences. 706
Medicine and agriculture serve to be the most typical examples of how an accurate calculation
could prevent a bad harvest or heal a patient. Pontano concludes by calling astrology/astronomy
the exact science based on approved calculations and experience. He also has no arguments against
the presence of astrologers in a city or at a court of a ruler. On the contrary, in Pontano’s opinion,
an astrologer’s expertise is helpful in governing the state – he can give a piece of advice on a
favourable start of war campaigns, on a date of construction of a ship or building, on proposing
new legislation. It is clear that claiming all this Pontano refers to his own experience as a highranking courtier.
Pontano examines the second approach, through inspiration, in several treatises. In
particular, he revealed his position in the Commentary to Ptolemy’s Centiloquium.707 While
commenting on the first conclusion of the Centiloquium,708 on the possibility to predict the future,
Pontano claims that astrology has the same value as other important and recognised disciplines as
medicine and philosophy. Pontano distinguishes two approaches to astrology. The first, which
deals with demonic powers, he calls insane and mad.709 The second, however, in accordance with

706

Ibid., pp. 340–42.

707

It was first printed in 1512. I use its later edition Ioanni Ioviani Pontani Commentariorum in centum Claudii

Ptolemaei sententias, libri duo (Basle: apud Andream Cratandrum, 1531).
708

In Pontano’s translation, it is: ‘A te et a scientia. Fieri enim nequit, ut qui sciens est, particulares rerum formas

pronunciet: sicuti nec sensus particularem, sed generalem quandam suscipit sensibilis rei formam: oportetque
tractantem haec rerum coniectura uti. Soli autem numine afflati praedicunt particularia’.
709

Ioanni Ioviani Pontani Commentariorum in centum Claudii Ptolemaei sententias, I, p. 2: ‘Nec medici, nec moralis

philosophi sola est cognitio, sed quaedam etiam operatio: et medici quidem curatio, moralis autem philosophi actio,
eaque et honesta et secundum virtutem rectamque videtur rationem esse. Idem etiam de astrologo dicimus: siquidem

258

Ptolemy’s notion, operates by means of mathematical calculations. It belongs to a long tradition
of exploring celestial configurations that dates back to Antiquity. Pontano adds that in the Roman
period not only mathematicians but also poets were responsible for providing predictions. Hence,
he comes to the conclusion that predicting future events is open only to those who acquire divine
inspiration. In that context, poetical art, which is impossible without similar divine influence, and
astrology become closely and fundamentally related.710 In the De rebus coelestibus Pontano
develops his argument by saying that poetry is a substantial part of theology, moral philosophy,
and astrology, and a poet must investigate the positions of stars in order to succeed in his art. 711
As Matteo Soranzo has shown, Pontano’s notion of ‘divine frenzy’ generally based on ancient
poetry can be regarded as his response to Ficinian doctrine on the same subject.712 This supposition
is clearly supported with a number of additional arguments. Throughout the whole corpus of his
writings, Pontano refrains from mentioning the Neoplatonic, Hermetic, and Kabbalistic sources
that had been revived in Florence. When mentioning Plato and the Platonists, he usually refers to
the Timaeus dialogue and Calcidius’ commentary on it; he does not express any kind of apparent
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interest in contemporary Neoplatonic philosophical trends. Another taboo for Pontano is Arabic
astrological tradition. The idea to which Pontano devoted many years of his work seems to be a
restoration of an ancient heritage, a virtual return ad fontes of Roman and Greek origin, and its
combination with Christian teaching in its traditional, mostly scholastic form. Pontano’s response
to the Disputationes’ accusation of astrology in the De fortuna and the De rebus coelestibus were
important parts of this project.

260

Conclusion

In his biography of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Fernand Roulier claims that after the
failed Roman dispute of 1486–1487 Pico lost all his philosophical ambition and eventually by the
time of writing the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem became a religious radical
under the influence of Girolamo Savonarola. This vision of Pico’s itinéraire philosophique was
later reproduced in many studies and thus contributed to the formation of a popular image of
Giovanni Pico.
Instead, in this thesis I argue that after the Roman affair Pico continued to develop his
method and philosophical arguments. In my opinion, the particular issue of Giovanni Pico’s
astrological views illustrates the development of his itinéraire philosophique from his early
Neoplatonic writings and ambitious theological projects to later Biblical commentaries and then
the Disputationes adversus astrologiam divinatricem. First fascinated by newly discovered
sources, namely the Kabbalah, Plato and Neoplatonic writings, at the early stage of his career Pico
relied on them while interpreting astrology. But in tracing his earlier views on astrology before the
Disputationes, I show how he moved from strong attachments to the doctrines of Neoplatonism
and Kabbalah to an interest in the ‘natural science’ of Aristotle. Between 1489 and 1491 Pico for
the first time put forward the question of the communication between two essential astrological
and philosophical entities, light and matter. For Pico, the problem in question was a part of his
major philosophical project on the reconciliation of Plato and Aristotle, an issue which was central
for fifteenth-century Italian Renaissance thought. It is also worth noting that his treatise De ente
et uno devoted specifically to the Plato-Aristotle question appeared in the same period. But Pico
did not succeed in combining the notion of celestial light interpreted within a Neoplatonic
framework, with Aristotelian physics. The failure ended his reconciliation attempts, while the De
ente et uno marked the reconsideration of his philosophical method which from that moment on
addressed his intention to purify major figures such as Plato and Aristotle from subsequent
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interpretations and go back ad fontes. Thus, Pico’s deviation from Neoplatonic and Kabbalistic
sources and his return to Aristotle and other “classical authors” in the Disputationes adversus
astrologiam divinatricem had clear philosophical reasons, while the development of his
astrological views over the period from 1486 through 1493 sheds light on the general evolution of
his philosophical career.
In the Disputationes, Pico developed his method first postulated in the De ente et uno and
deconstructed the notion of tradition in its philosophical, theological and astrological dimension.
This approach determined his arguments on Ptolemy and the astrological tradition, and the prisca
theologia concept. Finally, in Book III of the Disputationes, Pico proposes a natural philosophical
compromise between the Platonic and Aristotelian theories of celestial light and matter – the
problem, which was crucial for Pico at the earlier stage of his career. By doing so, he intends to
demonstrate that astrology contrasts with fundamental principles of natural philosophy understood
in the Disputationes within the Aristotelian framework. According to his main polemical strategy,
he also insists that the legacy of Aristotle was distorted by subsequent pro-astrological
interpretations and needs to be restored to its fullest and purity.
Pico’s reading of sources leads him to three primary arguments against astrology. First,
judicial astrology, which deals with predictions, is a false form of knowledge. To it, Pico opposes
‘mathematical astrology’, which observes natural effects without pretending to predict the future.
Secondly, astrological techniques are also false because of the erroneous nature of astrology itself
and due to numerous contradictions and errors in astrological calculations. Pico insists that most
astrological authorities were at variance with each other regarding the usage of astrological
practices. According to Pico, a lot of such cases are associated with Ptolemaic terminology, which
was misunderstood by his successors. Thirdly, astrology has no natural philosophical grounds,
while all celestial effects are of accident nature and do not depend on the position of stars and
planets.
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Apart from giving a detailed analysis of Pico’s astrological views, the thesis also sheds
light on the reception of the Disputationes in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.
Although the Disputationes was published posthumously in 1496 and since then has been
suspected to be a forgery, I argue that we still do not have enough evidence to accuse
Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, Girolamo Savonarola or their associates of distorting the text
of the Disputationes. At the same time, it becomes evident that Savonarola and Gianfrancesco Pico
appropriated Pico’s ideas in order to represent them in a different ideological way and serve their
own polemical agenda. The publication of the Disputationes and its ideological appropriation in
the works of Savonarola and Gianfrancesco Pico gave rise to heated discussions on the place of
astrology within Renaissance intellectual culture in Italy and abroad – the example of Maximus
the Greek clearly reveals the importance of the astrological debates across Europe. Thus, this thesis
provides for the first time a comprehensive study of Giovanni Pico’s Disputationes and its
immediate reception.
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