
Session 3:  Documents
• Please read the documents in this PowerPoint in preparation for the third session.  

To understand humanism it’s important to read at some length the humanists in 
their own (translated) words or those of their contemporaries.

• The selection from Pico della Mirandola (five slides) is only the first two pages of 
a 21 page document.   For those who would like to read the whole work there is 
an additional PowerPoint with the rest of the oration.   For the philosophically 
minded, it’s worth the effort in that it demonstrates Pico’s Neo-Platonic ideals as 
well as his vast knowledge of Christian, Jewish, Muslim, and Classical texts (all of 
which he could read in the original).

• There is one secondary document in this group.  It’s a brief essay on Ficino and 
Neo-Platonism—a concept more easily understood in an essay than in a lecture.

• On some documents, brackets in the margins indicate particularly relevant 
passages.

• A reminder:  on a PowerPoint you can enlarge using the symbols at the bottom of 
the slide. 









Most esteemed Fathers, I have read in the ancient writings of the Arabians that Abdala the Saracen on 

being asked what, on this stage, so to say, of the world, seemed to him most evocative of wonder, 

replied that there was nothing to be seen more marvelous than man. And that celebrated exclamation 

of Hermes Trismegistus, ``What a great miracle is man, Asclepius'' confirms this opinion.

And still, as I reflected upon the basis assigned for these estimations, I was not fully persuaded by the 

diverse reasons advanced for the pre-eminence of human nature; that man is the intermediary 

between creatures, that he is the familiar of the gods above him as he is the lord of the beings beneath 

him; that, by the acuteness of his senses, the inquiry of his reason and the light of his intelligence, he 

is the interpreter of nature, set midway between the timeless unchanging and the flux of time; the 

living union (as the Persians say), the very marriage hymn of the world, and, by David's testimony 

but little lower than the angels. These reasons are all, without question, of great weight; nevertheless, 

they do not touch the principal reasons, those, that is to say, which justify man's unique right for such 

unbounded admiration. Why, I asked, should we not admire the angels themselves and the beatific 

choirs more? At long last, however, I feel that I have come to some understanding of why man is the 

most fortunate of living things and, consequently, deserving of all admiration; of what may be the 

condition in the hierarchy of beings assigned to him, which draws upon him the envy, not of the 

brutes alone, but of the astral beings and of the very intelligences which dwell beyond the confines of 

the world. A thing surpassing belief and smiting the soul with wonder. Still, how could it be 

otherwise? For it is on this ground that man is, with complete justice, considered and called a great 

miracle and a being worthy of all admiration.

From Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Oration on the Dignity of Man 



And still, as I reflected upon the basis assigned for these estimations, I was not fully persuaded by 

the diverse reasons advanced for the pre-eminence of human nature; that man is the intermediary 

between creatures, that he is the familiar of the gods above him as he is the lord of the beings 

beneath him; that, by the acuteness of his senses, the inquiry of his reason and the light of his 

intelligence, he is the interpreter of nature, set midway between the timeless unchanging and the 

flux of time; the living union (as the Persians say), the very marriage hymn of the world, and, by 

David's testimony but little lower than the angels. These reasons are all, without question, of great 

weight; nevertheless, they do not touch the principal reasons, those, that is to say, which justify 

man's unique right for such unbounded admiration. Why, I asked, should we not admire the angels 

themselves and the beatific choirs more? At long last, however, I feel that I have come to some 

understanding of why man is the most fortunate of living things and, consequently, deserving of all 

admiration; of what may be the condition in the hierarchy of beings assigned to him, which draws 

upon him the envy, not of the brutes alone, but of the astral beings and of the very intelligences 

which dwell beyond the confines of the world. A thing surpassing belief and smiting the soul with 

wonder. Still, how could it be otherwise? For it is on this ground that man is, with complete justice, 

considered and called a great miracle and a being worthy of all admiration.



Hear then, oh Fathers, precisely what this condition of man is; and in the name of your humanity, 

grant me your benign audition as I pursue this theme.

God the Father, the Mightiest Architect, had already raised, according to the precepts of His hidden 

wisdom, this world we see, the cosmic dwelling of divinity, a temple most august. He had already 

adorned the supercelestial region with Intelligences, infused the heavenly globes with the life of 

immortal souls and set the fermenting dung-heap of the inferior world teeming with every form of 

animal life. But when this work was done, the Divine Artificer still longed for some creature which 

might comprehend the meaning of so vast an achievement, which might be moved with love at its 

beauty and smitten with awe at its grandeur. When, consequently, all else had been completed (as 

both Moses and Timaeus testify), in the very last place, He bethought Himself of bringing forth man. 

Truth was, however, that there remained no archetype according to which He might fashion a new 

offspring, nor in His treasure-houses the wherewithal to endow a new son with a fitting inheritance, 

nor any place, among the seats of the universe, where this new creature might dispose himself to 

contemplate the world. All space was already filled; all things had been distributed in the highest, 

the middle and the lowest orders. Still, it was not in the nature of the power of the Father to fail in 

this last creative élan; nor was it in the nature of that supreme Wisdom to hesitate through lack of 

counsel in so crucial a matter; nor, finally, in the nature of His beneficent love to compel the 

creature destined to praise the divine generosity in all other things to find it wanting in himself.



At last, the Supreme Maker decreed that this creature, to whom He could give nothing wholly his 

own, should have a share in the particular endowment of every other creature. Taking man, 

therefore, this creature of indeterminate image, He set him in the middle of the world and thus 

spoke to him:

``We have given you, O Adam, no visage proper to yourself, nor endowment properly your own, in 

order that whatever place, whatever form, whatever gifts you may, with premeditation, select, 

these same you may have and possess through your own judgement and decision. The nature of all 

other creatures is defined and restricted within laws which We have laid down; you, by contrast, 

impeded by no such restrictions, may, by your own free will, to whose custody We have assigned 

you, trace for yourself the lineaments of your own nature. I have placed you at the very center of 

the world, so that from that vantage point you may with greater ease glance round about you on all 

that the world contains. We have made you a creature neither of heaven nor of earth, neither mortal 

nor immortal, in order that you may, as the free and proud shaper of your own being, fashion 

yourself in the form you may prefer. It will be in your power to descend to the lower, brutish forms 

of life; you will be able, through your own decision, to rise again to the superior orders whose life 

is divine.''



Oh unsurpassed generosity of God the Father, Oh wondrous and unsurpassable felicity of man, to 

whom it is granted to have what he chooses, to be what he wills to be! The brutes, from the moment 

of their birth, bring with them, as Lucilius says, ``from their mother's womb'' all that they will ever 

possess. The highest spiritual beings were, from the very moment of creation, or soon thereafter, 

fixed in the mode of being which would be theirs through measureless eternities. But upon man, at 

the moment of his creation, God bestowed seeds pregnant with all possibilities, the germs of every 

form of life. Whichever of these a man shall cultivate, the same will mature and bear fruit in him. If 

vegetative, he will become a plant; if sensual, he will become brutish; if rational, he will reveal 

himself a heavenly being; if intellectual, he will be an angel and the son of God. And if, dissatisfied 

with the lot of all creatures, he should recollect himself into the center of his own unity, he will 

there become one spirit with God, in the solitary darkness of the Father, Who is set above all things, 

himself transcend all creatures.



The most important of the Renaissance Neo-Platonists was Marsilio Ficino, who developed original 

and highly influential ideas from Plato and Neoplatonism. Ficino was an active and dynamic mind; as 

the founder of the Academy in Firenze under the auspices of Cosimo de'Medici, he, more than any 

other person in the Renaissance, was responsible for its widespread diffusion. The Academy 

resembled no academic organization that you might think of; it was part discussion group and part 

literary club. Discussions were wide ranging and activities included poetry and games. The overall 

character of the Academy, however, was syncretic and synthetic. The members of the Academy 

believed at some level that all human thought and arts could be discussed in a common language 

based on Neoplatonic ideas. 

Ficino translated all of Plato's dialogues into Latin and produced a number of commentaries, but 

his most important and systematic work was Platonic Theology , in which he outlines Neoplatonism 

and synthesizes it with other philosophical systems, in particular, Christianity. 

Essay on Marsilio Ficino and Neo-Platonism (3 slides)



Ficino's philosophy is based on one central doctrine: the human soul is immortal and the 

center of the universe. It is the only thing that sits midway between the abstract realm of ideas 

and the physical world—as such, it is the mediator between these two worlds: 

All things beneath God are but single things, but the soul can truly be said to be all things . . . 

For this reason, the soul is called the center of creation and the middle term of all things in the 

universe, the entirety of the universe, the face of all things, and the binding and joining center 

of the universe. This special, central position in the universe made humanity the most dignified 

of all objects in creation; Ficino's emphasis on the dignity of humanity was derived from 

humanistic currents. 

From the standpoint of religion, Ficino was a syncretic in that he believed that all the 

world's religions could be related to one another. At the heart of every religion was a belief in 

the one God and the variety of religions was not a bad thing but rather an expression of the 

complexity and beauty of God worshipped in all his infinite aspects. Of course, Christianity was 

a more complete religion. 



Ficino believed that the purpose of human life was contemplation. The ultimate goal of 

human life was to be reunited with God, at least in an intellectual sense. This goal, according 

to Ficino, was realized through contemplation. At first, the human mind removes itself from 

the outside, physical world, and thinks about abstract ideas concerning knowledge and the 

soul. As it rises in knowledge it eventually reaches a point where it can arrive at an 

unmediated vision of God itself—this last stage would occur only after death and the 

immortality that the soul would enjoy would be an eternity of this vision of God. 

From this program, Ficino developed a concept he called Platonic love, which had far-

reaching consequences in the history of love and social reality in the European tradition. 

While Ficino believed that the human soul pursued contemplation more or less in isolation, 

he acknowledged that human beings were fundamentally social. When the spiritual 

relationship between God and the individual, sought through contemplation, is reproduced 

in a friendship or love with another person, that constitutes for Ficino spiritual or Platonic 

love. In other words, when the love and spiritual activity in a friendship mirrors the love for 

God, then the two individuals have attained the highest type of friendship that they can. 

Ficino did not condemn sexuality or erotics nor deny that Platonic love was only possible 

outside sexual relations; his only concern was the nature of the spiritual bond between two 

people. 






