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PICO DELLA MIRANDOLA AND
THE ANCIENT CHALDAEAN
THEOLOGY

Hiroaki Ito

1 Pico and the Ancient Theology

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494), in the draft of the famous
speech on the dignity of man (Oratto de hominis dignitate), which was
identified and published by Eugenio Garin,' firstly argues the dignity and
freedom of man, whose nature is indefinite, and nextly praises the moral
science, the dialectic, the natural philosophy and the theology, by which
man can reach to God? After these sections, which almost correctly
correspond to those of the final-definitive version of Oratio, i.e., that pub-
lished first by his nephew Gian Francesco Pico in the posthumous Works}?
the draft, being different form the final-definitive version which goes to the
criticism of those who contempt the philosophy, numerates and discusses
two things that are useful to study the philosophy.

These, reverend Fathers, are the considerations that have not only
inspired but compelled me to the study of philosophy. But I have
always thought that two things were especially usuful so to follow fully
it as to prusue eagerly it. The first thing was to pledge myself to the
doctrines of no man, range through all the masters of philosophy, to
investigate all books and to come to know all schools. It seems to me
that for this work, it was necessary to know not only the Greek and
the Latin but also the IHebrew and the Chaldaean, and moreover, the
Arabic, at which now I, for the first time, began to sweat under the
guide of Mithridates Gulielmo, most experienced teacher of these lan-
guages, for all wisdom has flowed from the East to the Greeks and
from the Greeks to us. In their way of philosophizing, our Latins have
always found it sufficient to stand on the discoveries of foreigners and

to perfect the works of others. Certainly, it is necessary to seek the
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sacred books and the secret misteries firstly from the Chaldaeans and
secondly from the Greeks. The Arabians share the remaining arts and

all sorts of philosophies with the Greeks.t

On the study of languages of the Hebrew, the Chaldaean and the Arabic,
Pico reports in two letters. Firstly, to Andrea Corneo dated from Perusia
on the 15th of October in 1486: “. ..after I did zealously many works by
the continuous and indefatigable studies night after night, I learned the
Hebrew and the Chaldaean, and now I also apply my mind to conquering
the difficulties of the Arabic.”® And secondly, to Marsilio Ficino dated from
Fratta (on November in 1486 7): “After I gave great attention to the Hebrew
langtage, night and day, for a whole month, I entirely devoted myself to the
studies of the Arabic and the Chaldaean.”® The reason why Pico was eager
to learn these languages, as suggested in the draft of Oratio, was that the
mastering of ancient languages could bring to Pico the most useful method to
approch directly the sacred books and the secret mysteries of the ancients.
In Pico’s chronology of the wisdom, its source was in the East, and all
wisdom followed from there to the Greeks and from them to the Latins.
And this chronology, as it is well known, is also shared with the members
of the Florentine Academy and their successors not only in Italy but also
in other European countries. In the fifteenth century in Ttaly, in addition
to Plato and the Neoplatonists or Cicero and other Roman writers, the
legendary or semi-legendary sages, i.e., Hermes Trismegistus in the Egypt,
Zoroaster in the Chaldaea, and Orpheus and Pythagoras in the Greece,
were revived as men of the Ancient Wisdom (prisca sapientia) or the Ancient
Theology (prisca theologia), and also, with Pico, the old Judaic tradition,
Cabala was ackowledged as the ancient doctrines handed down originaly from
Moses himself. Their works were supposed very ancient by Renaissance
thinkers, but most of which in fact were produced or compiled in the first
four centuries of our era.

On the Ancient Theology in the Renaissance, now we have quite a few
studies, i.e., those of Kristeller, Garin and Yates on Hermetica attributed
to Hermes Trismegistus,” of Walker and Buck on Orphica attributed to
Orpheus,® of Kieszkowski and Dannenfeldt on Oracula chaldaica attributed
to Zoroaster,) and of Walker and Schmitt on the Ancient Theology in
general,® etc. And on the Cabala, there are the great contributions of

Sholem and Secret'. Speaking of the Ancient Theology in Pico’s thought,
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in addition to the references in these studies, there are another ones in the
books and articles about Pico.* In this paper, it is aimed to reconsider the
problem of the Ancint Chaldaean Theology in his thought, which does not

seem to have been sufficiently examined.

2 Chaldaean Oracles as the Ancient Wisdom

In the final-definitive version of Oratio, Pico, using the passages seen in
the draft quoted above, answers those who take olfence at the great number
of his propositions on many philosophers.

What were the gain if only the philosphy of the Latins were investigated,
that is, that of Albert, Thomas, Scotus, Aegidius, Francis, and Henry,
if the Greek and Arabian philosophers were left out—since all wisdom
has flowed from the East to the Greeks and from the Greeks to us?
In their way of philosophizing, our Latins have always found it sufficient
to stand on the discoveries of foreigners and to perfect the work of
others.!

Pico proposed 900 theses for the public disputation in Rome, in which,
in fact, are contained many kinds of ‘conclusions’, not only according to the
doctrines of the Latin philosophers and theologians, the Arabians and the
Greeks (Peripatetics and Platonists), but also according to the opinions of the
Chaldaeans, the ancient doctrines of the Egyptian Hermes Trismegistus and
the secret doctrines of the Hebrew Cabalistic sages.? There would have
been those who thought that this disputation tended rather to the parade
of his talent and the display of his erudition than to the increase of learning,
as in the Oratio Pico himself spoke of it.* DBut, if Pico’s attempt was beyond
his power, his intent is fully comprehensible to us, who know the estimation
of the Ancient Theology among the Florentine Neoplatonists, whose represen-
tative was Marsilio Ficino.

On the beginning of the philosophy among the barbarians and its flowing

to the Greek, Diogenes Laertius and Clement of Alexandra had stated.

There are some who say that the study of philosophy had its beginning
among the barbarians. They urge that the Persians have had their
Magi, the Babylonians or Assyrians their Chaldaeans, and the Indians
their Gymnosophists; and among the Celts and Gauls there are the
people called Druids or Holy Ones, for which they cite as authorities
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the Magicus of Aristotle and Sotion in the twenty-third book of his
Sucesssion of Philosophers.  Also they say that Mochus was a Phoeni-

cian, Zamolxis a Thracian, and Atlas a Libyan.!

The philosophy, this very useful matter, florished among the distinguished
men of the barbarians. And after it entered into the Greeks, whom
had proceeded the Egyptian prophets, the Assyrian Chaldaeans, Gallic
Druids, The Bactrian Samanaioi, the Celts who philosophized, the Persian

Magians, (--) Indian Gymnasophists and other barbarian philosophers.®
g I I

The Caldaeans, who are listed in these catalogues of ancient sages and
philosophers, are a people of Assyria. In the Ancient Testments, they are
described as soothsayers of dreams® and Herodotus says that they are priests
of God.” 1In general they are thought to have been the ruling class in
Babylonia before the conquest of Persians. They were distinguished for the
arts, in particular, the astronomy and astrology and in antiquity the Chaldaean
wisdom meant the knowledge of astronomy and astrology.! The works called
the Chaldacan Qracles are said to be based on divine revelations, and were
collected and edited by Julianus at the second half of the 2nd century.® These
Oracles present the syncletic amalgam of Platonism, Pythagoreanism, Stoicism
and Gnosticism with Persian elements. In their doctrines, the teaching of
a sort of theurgy is particularly worth of attention. The Chaldacan Oracles
were regarded as sacred books by the Neoplatonists and they attached great
importance to these books. Porphyry, Iambulicus, Syrianus and Proclus
wrote their commentaries (now all were lost) and Proclus is said to have
composed the book on the concord between the doctrines of Orpheus,
Pythagoras and Plato and the Chaldaean Oracles. The Byzantine Platonist,
Michael Psellus (11 ¢.) collected the fragments of the Oracles and wrote their
commentary and explanation.! And the Caldacan Oracles was rivived as
the books of ancient theology in the Italian Renaissance thought, and gained

their ‘authentic’ authour, Zoroaster.
)

3 Justification of the Chaldaean Theology

For Gemistos Plethon, Zoroaster was not legend one who was imagined
to be sage, magician, astrologer, theologian or philosopher and to have
witten an immense number of works (2,000,000 hnes or some 10,000,000

words)!, but ‘the oldest among those, of whom we know through tradition,
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who was the interpreter of the divine and most of the other noble things
for the Medes and Persians and the majority of the other ancient Asiatic
people™ and ‘the most ancient of all philosophers and law-givers whose names
are recorded, except for Menos, the Egyptian law-giver’? Plethon tried to
introduce a new universal religion which would replce the Christianity and
the Islam, being based on the ancient theological and philosophical tradition,
which began with Zoroaster and was completed in Plato. Plethon inserts
Pythagoras between Zoroaster and Plato and he says that the doctrines of
these three are in harmony.

The philosophy of Plato was not original with him but was derived from
Zoroaster via the Pythagoreans. For according to a tradition chiefly
represented by Plutarch, Pythagoras studied Zoroastrianism during his
sojourn in Asia among the Magi, the successors of Zoroaster, and
Zoroaster lived 5000 years before the Trojan War. (--) That Plato was
a student of Zoroastrianism is demonstrated by the extant Zoroastrian

oracles, which agree in every detail with the Platonic system.!

“The extant Zoroastrian oracles’ (cd dnd /wpodorpov Ere kol els Huds
cwldpevee 20yee), for Plethon, was none other than the Caldacan Oracles.
He is thought to be the first that related the Caldaean Oracles to Zoroaster
and he esteemd theses Oracles as the sacred books which contained the
most ancient wisdom revealed by Zoroaster. Three works of Plethon on
the Caldaean Oracles have been handed down to us: Commentary on the
Magian texts of Zoroaster, DBrief Explanation of the more obscure passages
in these texts and Summery of the doctrines of Zoroaster and Platot In
the interpretation of the Oracles, Plethon was much influenced by Psellus
(and by Proclus through him), but Plethon also argued them in his own way.t

As it is well known, accoding to the report of Marsilio Ficino, it was
Plethon who suggested the fondation of the Platonic Academy of Florence to
Cosimo de” Medici,! and Ficino accepted Pleton’s idea of the continuity of
the ancient thological and philosophical tradition. But Ficino modified it
by adding Hermes Trismegistus to the ancient sages. Iicino, in the 12th
book of Platonic Theology, states that the ancient theologians (prisci thologi)

always united the study of philosophy with the religious piety.

In the beginning, the philosophy of Zoroaster, as Plato gives evidence

of it, was none other than the wise piety and the divine reverence.
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Hermes Trismegistus, also, starts all discussions by the vows and ceased
them in the sacrifice. The philosophy of Orpheus and Aglaophemus,
on the whole, turns to the divine praises. Pythagoras began the philo-
sophic studies by singing the sacred hymns every morning. Plato
advised to begin with God in each things, not only by the discourse

but also by the reflection, and he himself always began with God.!

Proclus had already said that all theologies of the Greeks were born of
the mystical doctrine of Orpheus and firstly Pythagoras learned the divine
initiations from Aglaophemus and secondly Plato accepted all knowledge
of them from the works of Pythagoras and Orpheus,”? and Ficino also states
in the Notes on Proclus that there were five authorities of the theology
among the Greeks and its theology was handed down from Orpheus to Aglao-
phemus, from him to Pythagoras, from him to Philolaus, from him to Plato.®
Ficino, following Proclus and Plethon, fixed the succession of six great theo-
logians (sex summi theologi), i. e., Zoroaster, Hermes Trismegistus, Orpheus,
Aglaophemus, Pythagoras and Plato,” although the name of Zoroaster is
not found and Philolaus is inserted between Pythagoras and Plato in the
Preface to his translation of the Corpus Hermeticum.®  TFicino argued that
the philosopy must be ‘pia philosophia’ and the religion must be ‘docta religio’,
and pursued the concord of the Christion religion and the Platonic philo-
sophy. In this attempt, he devised a historical perspective on the theological
and philosophical tradition by stating that the ancient doctrines of theologians
from Zoroaster to Pythagoras, which had been founded on the Hebrews’
prophecy and revelation, all flowed in the philosophy of Plato, and the Neo-
platonists (Numenius, Philon, Plotinus, Tamblichus and Proclus) could borrow
from the teaching of Christ through John, Paul, Hierotheus and Dionysius
the Areopagite’® Concerning Zoroaster, he occupies the first place in the gol-
den chain made of the ancient theologians as ‘the inventor of the ancient theo-
logy’" and ‘one from whom flowed the wisdom of the ancient theologians™,
and Ficino quotes and interpretes Zoroaster’s Chaldacan Oracles in his
works.”

For Pico, the existance of the ancient theologians and their wisdom was,
as it were, a premise from which he tried to pursue the wider concord of
the philosophy and religion than Plethon and Ficino had done. Pico does not
insist that all sects of philosopy and the Cristianity are in complete agreement

but says that each of these partakes in one truth in the way of expression
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peculiar to it, keeping on a marked characteristic of it.® In the Oratio, for
example, Pico praises the moral science, the dialectic, the natural philosophy
and the theology, through which man can reach to God, citing the state-
ments of the ancient fathers (the Apostle Paul, the patriarch Jacob, Job the
Just, Moses) and the statements of the ancient theology (the sacred rites of
the Greeks, the Delphic precepts, the words of Pythagoras, the records of
the Chaldaens).” Pico does not seem to have been particular about the
chronology of the ancient theologians. But the ancint and impotant for him
must have been the ancient theclogy of Hermes Trismegistus, the doctrines
of the Chaldaeans and of Pythagoras and the occult mysteries of the He-

#  The doctrines of the Chaldaeans are those of Zoroaster® and the

brews.
occult mysteries of the Hebrews mean the Cabala, i. e., the mystical tradition
of ‘the true and more occult explanation of the Law’ which Moses received
from God with the written law in the five books.® According to Pico,
Orpheus, whose theology were followed by Pythagoras as the modell on
which he fashioned and built his own philosophy, is read among the Greeks
in a nearly complete text, while Zoroaster only in part, though, among the
Chaldaeans, in a more complete text, and both are believed to be the fathers
and authors of the ancient wisdom.® Therefore, when Pico could obtain
the Chaldaean books written in the origigal language, it was natural that
he expressed his joy to Ficino, for the opportunity to read directly the
ancinet wisdom came to Pico.

I was forcibly taken off from other things and instigated to the Arabic
and Chaldaic learning by certain books in both languages, which came
to my hands, no accidentally, but doubtless by the disposal of God, in
favor of my studies. Here the inscriptions, and you will believe it.
The Chaldaic books (if they are books and not rather treasures) are
the Oracles of Esra, Zoroaster, and Melchior, Magi; in which those
things which are faulty and defective in the Greek, are read perfect
and entire. There is also an exposition of the Chaldean Wise-men
upon these Oracles, short and knotty, but full of mysteries, there-is
also a book of the doctrines of the Chaldean theology, and upon it a

divine and copious discourse of the Persians, Greeks, and Chaldeans.®

For Pico it did not have to be doubtfull that the Caldaean Oracles
contained the ancient sacred wisdom of Zoroaster, and therefore, he gave
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it much importance and for the public disputation he proposed not only
‘conclusiones secundum opinionem Chaldeorum Theologorum’ but also ‘con-
clusiones secundum propriam opinionem de intelligentia dictorum Zoroastris et
expositorum eius Chaldeorum’ with other conclusions according to his own

opinion on the Magia, the Cabala, the hymns of Orpheus, ete”

4 Zoroaster as a Magus

In the passages quoted above from Diogenes Laerutius and Clement of
Alexandria, with the Chaldaeans, the Gymnasophists, the Druids, cte., the
Magian (Mdyor, Magi) were numerated among the barbarians who has began
the study of philosophy for the first time.! The Magian are those who are
classed as wise and learned men among the Persians?® and who assemble
regurarly in a sacred place for practice and consultation.! According to the
expression of Pico, “as Porphyry says, in the Persian tongue magus expresses
the same idea as interpreter and worshipper of the divine with us’™* And
Zoroaster has been commonly thought to be a Magian, arch-representative
of the Magi® rather than a sage of the Chaldaeans as Plethon, Ficino and
Pico reckoned so. But they also speak of ‘the Magians following Zoroaster’
and call Zoroaster ‘the first among the Magians.” The Magic (prayeia,
magia), therefore, means the art of Magians, i.e., the art by which men
know and worship the divine® and ‘as it were a perfect and most high
wisdom™, using again the expression of Pico, and Zoaroaster is regarded the
authority of this art. And this fact had been authenticated by ‘the divine
Plato’ (Ficino), in Alcibiades I.

And when the boy [Persian prince] reaches fourteen years he is taken
over by the royal tutors, as they call them there: these are four men
chosen as the most hightly esteemed among the Persians of mature
age, namely, the wisest one, the justest one, the most temperate one,
and the bravest one. The first of these teaches him the magian lore
of Zoroaster, son of Horomazes; and that is the worship of the gods:

he teaches him also what pertains to a king.

As Apleius used this passages [or his Apologia of the Magic,! Pico
also quotes them as the statements which can justify the rightness of Magic
as the utter perfection of natural philosophy and the higher and more holy

philosophy, which is distinguished {rom ‘yoyreia’, one which depends entirely
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on the work and authority of demons and the most deceitful of arts.2 In
the Florentine Neoplatonism, as Ficino says, the philosophy of Zoroaster,
i.e., the Magic was none other than the sage piety and the divine worship.®
According to Pico, Pythagoras, Empedcles, Democritus, and Plato all traveled
to study this art, taught it when returned and esteemed it before all others
in their mysteries.* With Zoroaster Pico refers to another author of the
Magic, Zamolxis, whom Abaris the Hyperborean copied, quoting the some
lines in Plato’s Charmides,” and numerates those who followed the Magic
of Zoroaster and Zamolxis.

In their footsteps Charondas, Damigeron, Apollonius, Osthanes, and
Dardanus thereafter persevered. Homer persevered, whom I shall some-
time prove, in my Poetic Theology, to have concealed this philosophy
beneath the wanderings of his Ulysses, just as he has concealed all
others. Eudoxus and Hermippus persevered. Almost all who have
searched through the Pythagorean and Platonic mysteries have per-
severed.!®

In this enumeration of Magians, Pico’ sources are thought to be Apleius
and Pliny. The former says in the Apology that ‘.. .If you will admitt any
small advantage [in the Magic], I will consent to be Carmendas, Damigeron,
Mose, Johannes, Apollobex, Dardanus himself, or whoever became famous
among the Magians after Zoroaster and Hostanes,”" and the latter says in
the Natural History that “Eudoxus, who wished magic to be acknowledged
as the nobelest and most useful of the schools of philosophy,... Hermippus,
a most studious writer about every aspect of magic, and exponent of two
milion verses composed by Zoroaster...”® In these lists of Magians, there
is one defference that Apollobex is replaced by Apollonius in Pico. In the
concerned place of the manuscripts of Apology, it is written ‘Apollo haec’,”
and the editors correct it to Apollobex (Helm) or Apollobeches (Krueger)
following the description of  Pliny.® Pico probably would have made a
mistake when he copied the name of Magian in the manuscript that was
not easy to read, as Ficino had done.” There is a reason for Ficino and
Pico to have thought of Apollonius. Apollonius of Tyana was Neo-py-
thagorean sage of the 1st century who visited the Magians and had the
miraculous powers,”” and he was regarded one representative of Magians
by Ficino and Pico. Ficino, in fact, reffers to the magical power which
Apollonius had, i. e, the power by which Apollonius could see the fact which
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happened at a distance.”

Thus it came to be clear that Zoroaster was not only the first theologian
but also the first Magian, and from this fact we can re-interpretate the
great chain of the ancint theologians as that of the Magians, both beginning
with Zoroaster and ending with Plato, although in the Magians, Zamolxis

and Apollonius play an important part.

5 ‘Language’ of the Chaldaean Theology

The Oracles are originally the answers which the Gods deliver to the
priests or priestesses who questioned about the future, and these are spoken
in the way peculiar to the Gods, i.e., in the words which sometimes seem
to be enigmatic for the mortals. According to Pico, Zoroaster, the authour
of the Chaldacan Oracles, also spoke in the enigmatic way (enigmatice),
and other ancient theologians did so. In the Oratio Pico says concerning

the conclusions on Orpheus.

But as was the practice of the ancient theologians, even so did Orpheus
protect the mysteries of his dogmas with the coverings of fables, and
conceal them with a poetic veil, so that whoever should read his hymns
would suppose there was nothing beneath them beyond idle tales and
perfectly unadulterated trifles. I have wished to say this so that it
might be known what a task it was for me, how difficult it was to
draw out the hidden meaning of the secrets of philosophy from the
intentional tangles of riddles and from the obscurity of fables, especially
since I have been aided, in a matter so serious, so abstruse, and so

little known, by no toil, no application on the part of other interpreters.?

For Pico the books of the ancient theologians were written in the
mysterious languages,® and their doctrins were, in themselves, the mysteries.
It was well-known practice of the ancient sages, Pico says, either simply
not to write on religious subjects or to write of them under some other
guize. For this reason these subjects are called mysteries, because the
things which are not secret are not mysteries (nec mysteria quae non occulta).t
If Moses seems an unpolished popularizer rather than a pholosopher or
theologian or master of great wisdom, it is because he did not wish to make
public the occult mysteries, the secrets of the supreme Godhead hidden
beneath the shell of the Law and under a clumsy show of words, and to
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keep hidden from the people the things to be shared by the initiate was
not the part of human deliberation but of divine command.® This custom,
the ancient philosophers most reverently ohserved it. Pythagoras, who did
not entrust anything to writing except a very few things which, when dying,
he left to his daughter Dama, became a master of silence, and the Pytha-
goreans following him kept this law religiously and the Platonists sore by
it In Iamblichus there can be found an occult philosophy and the mysteries
of the East and Plotinus speaks divinely of things divine and, with learned
obliquity of speech, far more than humanly of human things.” And Plato

himself had shered with this custum.

Plato himself concealed his doctrines beneath coverings of allegory,
veils of myth, mathematical images, and unintelligible signs of fugitive
meaning. As he himself says in his Letfers, no one can fully understand
his religious beliefs from anything he has written, and he has indeed

proved this to the incredulous?

It is natural that Pico’s conviction that the doctrines of the ancient
theologians are concealed under the mystic veils of words brought him to
interpretate the mysterious words and to show their true meanings. And
such an interpretation that Pico tried to take, perhaps it only, would have
made possible his insistence that the opinions of several sects seemed to
say the different things but they agreed with each other about the meaning
and his presentation of “the conclusions according his own opinion” at the
public disputation. To give an example of Pico’s way of interpretation, in
the 10th of “the Cabalistic Conclusions, accordiong to the own opinion,
which confirm in-the highest degree the Christian Religion from the very
bases of the Hebrew sages”, it is stated that “that which is said HKMH,
among the Cabalists, is without doubt that which is called Pallas by Orpheus,
the maternal mind by Zoroaster, the son of God by Hermes, the wisdom by
Pythagoras, the intelligent sphere by Parmenides,”” And in this sense, the
parts of the Oratio, where the dignity and usefullnes of the moral science,
the dialectic, the natural philosophy and the theology are expounded through
citing the statements of the ancient fathers and the ancient theologians,®

would have been fit for the introductory speech of the disputation.
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6 Pico’s Thought and the Chaldaean Theology (1)

The subject of the first part of Oratio, as it is widely accepted, is a
praise of the dignity of man. It bigins with the sayings of Abdala the
Saracen: ‘“There is nothing to be seen more wonderful than man” and of
Hermes Trismegistus: “A great miracle, Asclepius, is man.” Pico says
that, having weighted the reason for these maxims, he is not content with
the many grounds for the excellence of human nature reported by many
men : man is the interval between fixed eternity and fleeting time, the bond
of the world, on David’s testimony but little lower than the angels, etc.
Pico wish to explain the rank which man acquired in the universal chain
of Being and because of which man is envied not only by brutes but even
by the stars and by minds beyond this world.!

In the sayings of God to Adam, which would be most famous of the
passages on the idea of man in the Renaissance thought, Pico’s opinion is
clearly presented. According to those, man was not given neither a fixed
abode nor a form that is his alone nor any function peculiar to himself,
to the end that according to his longing and his judgement he may have
and posess what abode, what form, and what functions he himself shall
desire. Being different from other creatures of which natures are limited
and constrained within the bounds of laws prescribed by God, man selects
and decides his own nature by his freedom of choice. Thus man has
the power of degenerate into the lower forms of life, which are bratish and
also the power, out of his soul’s judgement, to reborn into the higher
forms, which are divine.?

By such a view that man’s nature is indefinite and he creates himself
with the free will, Pico is thought to have added a new element in the
discussions on man’s excellence and dignity in the Italian Renaissane.? Aflter
these passages, Pico goes to confirm his thesis by the citation of sayings of
several sages, which is based on his another view mentioned above, i.e.,

the concord among the philosophical and theological doctrines of all sects.

It is man who Asclepius of Athens, arguing from his mutability of
character and from his self-transforming nature, on just grounds says
was symbolized by Proteus in the mysteries. Hence those metamor-
phoses renowned among the Hebrews and the Pythagoreans. For the

occult theology of the Hebrews sometimes transforms the holy Enoch
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into an angel of divinity whom they call ‘Mal’ akh Adonay Shebaoth’,
and sometimes transforms others into other divinities. The Pythago-
reans degrade impious men into brutes and, if one is to believe Empedo-
cles, even into plants.t

The doctrine of the transmigration of human soul is seen in Orpheus,
Pythagoras, Empedcles, etc.,’ and Pico uses this for showing that the man has
all natures of other creatures within himself, in other words, man is ‘micro-
cosmos.”®  Figurally speaking, the plant, beast, heavely being and angel live
within man, and man is able to become anyone whichever he wishes. In

this context, the quotation from the Chaldaean Oracles is found in the
Heptaplus.

Now Moses shifts to those whose function is to desire, the seats of
anger and wantonness, or lust. These he represents by the beasts and
the irrational sort of living things, since they are common to us and
the beasts and, what is worse, often drive us to brutish life. THHence
comes that saying of the Chaldeans: “The beasts of the earth dwell
in your body.” And in Plato’s Republic we learn that we have various
kinds of brutes dwelling within us, so that it is not hard, if it is pro-
perly understood, to believe the paradox of the Pythagoreans that
wicked men turn into brutes.

Pico’s quotation: “Vas tuum inhabitant bestiae terrae” is transmitted
in Psellus’s Commentary: “Xov dyyelov 07pes ylovoe olrtheovswy”, and he
comments “the vessel” (dyyelov) means the human body and “the beast of
the earth™ (05pec yfovog) the demons, which keep their substances from
the passions within man® Ticino also quotes this Oracle in the 17th book
of Platonic Theology, but there he interpretates that among the souls which
live as same as the beasts do, ones which dwell in the souls more purified live
among the gods and the impure souls live among the herd of beasts’ This
interpretation is different from that of Psellus, and is similar to that of Pico.

We cannot conclude that this Caldaean Oracle had a great influence
upon Pico’s formation of the concept of man, for the idea of the. transmi-
gration of soul is widely found in other thinkers and Pico must have thought
also of the sayings of them. But the saying of the ancient theologian
Zoroaster would have become a good evidence for him. Pico, in the Oratio,

states that in the sacred writings of Moses and the Christians, man is de-
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scribed sometimes by the name of all flesh, sometimes by that of every
creature, because man himself molds, {ashions, and changes himself into the
form of all flesh and into the character of every creature. And he ends
the opening part of the Oratio, where the dignity and excellece of the human
nature are dicussed, with the quotation from the saying of the Chaldaean

theology.

For this reason the Persian Evanthes, in describing the Chaldaean
theology, writes that man has no semblance that is inborn and his very
own but many that are external and foreign to him; whence this
saying of the Chaldaeans: “Hanorish tharah sharinas”, that is, “Man

is a being of varied, manifold, and inconstant nature.”*

7 Pico’s Thought and the Chaldaean Theology (2)

As we mentioned above, Pico’s interest to the Magic is remarkable.
Pico esteemed the true Magic of Zamolxis and Zoroaster and did not hesitate
to say that “No science offers greater assurance of Christ’s divinity than
Magic and the Cabala.’”* According to Pico, the Magian, as Plotinus dem-
onstrates, is the servant of nature and not a contriver.? This Magic, abound-
ing in the loftiest mysteries, embraces the deepest contemplation of the most
secret things, and at last the knowledge of all nature. It, in calling forth
into the light as if from their hiding-places the powers scattered and sown
in the world by the loving-kindness of God, does not so much work wonders
as diligently serve a wonder-working nature? This type of Magic, which
can be thought to use the ‘sympathy’ of things within the world, was
widely accepted in the Renaissance, and it is this Magic that Pico distin-
guished sharply from the other unnatural and harmful Magic of demons

and called “Natural Magic” (magia naturalis) which was divine and salutary.
t=3

The latter, having more searchingly examined into the harmony of the
universe, which the Greeks with greater significance call svprédfec,
and having clearly perceived the reciprocal affinity of natures, and
applying to each single thing the suitable and peculiar inducements
(which are called the &yye¢ of the magicians) brings forth into the
open the miracles concealed in the recesses of the world, in the depths
of nature, and in the storehouses and mysteries of God, just as if she

herself were their maker; and, as the farmer weds his elms to vines,
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even so does the magus wed earth the heaven, that is, he weds lower

things to the endowments and powers of higher things.t

The origin of the doctrine of ‘sympathy’ is found in the Milesians, the
Pythagoreans and the Platonists, and the Stoics think that just as man’s
soul permeates into his body, the god as ‘logos’ permeates into the whole
universe. The universe is thought to be an unity and organism, in which
the ‘sympathy’ exists and unites all things within ‘the universe.® As Cicero
reports, “the system’s coherence and persistence is due to nature’s forces
and not to divine power; she does possess that concord (the Greek term is
sympatheia) of which you spoke, but the greater this is as a spontaneous
growth, the less possible is it to suppose that it was created by divine
reason.” Ficino also takes up this doctrine and says in the Commentary
of Plato’s Symposiwm that “the parts of this world, like the parts of a
single animal, all hanging from one author, are joined to each other by the
mutuality of one nature.”” Just as in our bodies all parts require something
from each other, help each other and all suffer when one of them suffers,
so in the same way the parts of huge animal, i. e, all bodies of the world,
joined together, exchange natures with each other and are mutually ex-
changed.® The Magian, acknowledging this mutuality of one natura (unius
nature communio), attracts one thing to another and in this sense the
Magic is assistant of nature rather than art. This attraction had been

%1l

expressed “the inducements” (illecebrae), i. e., “iyyee” of the Magians in the
passages of Pico. Ficino also speaks of them in his astrological and medical

work, De wvita triplici.

There is nothing so deformed in the whole living world that it has no
soul, no gift of soul contained in it. The congruities of these forms,
therefore, to the reasons of the soul of the world, are what Zoroaster
called the divine lures (divinas illices), and Synesius agreed, calling them

magic charms (magicas illecebras).’

Synenius of Cyrene, contemporary of Augutine, also believed in the
occult sympathies between natural objects and thought that the wise man,
having known the magic sympathy which united all parts of universe, can

not only predict the future, but also, to a great extent, control it.
And does not this explain the spells of the magi? For things, hesides
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being signs of each other, have magic power over each other. The
wise man, then, is he who knows the relationships of the parts of the
universe. For he draws one object under his control by means of
another object, holding what is at hand as a pledge for what is for

away, and working through sounds and material substances and forms."

Do the ‘spells of the magi’ (udywy fvyyee) of which Synenius speaks
here are just the ‘illecebrae’ which Ficino said? And do the saying of

<

Synenius agree with Pico’s former expression: ‘llecebraec quae magorum

Wyrree’? The word ‘lleceblae’ is used as the magical attraction or induce-
ment in Apleius,!! while the Zyé meant originally a wryneck, but it was
employed as instrument of magic (in particular, erotic magic) in the Greece,
became to mean the spell of charms in general, and sometimes indicated the
magician herself.®? Apollonius of Tyana, whom Ficino and Pico numerated
among the Magians, also employs it in the sense of magical enchantments.”
And in the Chaldaen Oracles, the ivyyey are described as noetic entities
which are thought by Father and which think themselves, as they are moved
by the ineffable Will¥ Psellus says in the Commentary of the Chaldaean
Oracles that the Zwyyres are the powers which were made of three triads
after IFather’s abyss and Father thinks them according to Father’s intel-
ligence which puts in itself their cause in the unity.® The fyyec were also
thought magical names sent forth by the supreme Father to the sphere and
regarded as the transmitter of messages from Father. According to Lewy,
“as the lynges are regarded as localized in the spheres, the conjuration of
thier ineffable name by the theurgist presupposes his knowing to which
particular sphere they descend when invoked.”® This side of meanings
which the Zvyyes had, Plethon seems to have emphasized it in the Brief

Explanation of the Chaldaean Oracles.

They call ‘spells’ the intellects linked to him and the separated Forms,
which they also call the ‘inflexible upholders of the world’. They call
spells because of the erotic attachment of things in this world to them-

selves which the name of the Zyré (spell) indicates.”?

It seems to me that as the ‘illeceblae of Synesius’ was the fvyres, so the
‘divine lures (divinas illices¥ of Zoroaster, of which Ficino spoke, meant the
same fwyres. And Pico accepted the tradition of this interpretation of

tuyyes, which started {rom the Greek Magicians via Zoroaster and ended
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with Plethon and Ficino, and when Pico mentioned the fwy7és of Magians, he
must have been remembered that this term was found in the Chaldacan

Oracles, the sacred books of Zoroaster, great theologian and first Magian.®
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