
Introduction

Since the pioneering studies of P.O. Kristeller and D.P. Walker, modern 
scholars agree on the centrality of music in Ficino’s thought, as both a 
therapeutic instrument and a way for the soul to imitate, and ultimately 
return to, the celestial harmony it heard in its primal, intelligible state 
(i.e. before being incarnated into a body).1 Ficino follows the Platonic tra-
dition, which links the Platonic accounts of cosmic harmony in Timaeus 
35b–36b and Book X of Republic, with the famous passage of Phaedrus 
on the souls’ recollection of the beauty of the heavens. As previous chap-
ters have shown, the importance of music is determined by a specific 
vision of the world, where the Universe’s structure is seen as a musical 
scale.2 In Ficino’s case, as first demonstrated by Walker, music is linked 
to his spiritus theory—the belief that both the Soul of the World and the 
human souls are linked to matter by the spiritus, which is also the place 
where music can act as a medicine and a conduit towards divine realities. 
Indeed, in Book III of On Life, Ficino gives the spiritus mundi a specifi
cally astrological power, defining it as the intermediary between the 
heavenly bodies and the sublunar world, capable of channeling divine in-
fluence into the sensible world.3 Ficino’s astrological music is also tightly 
connected to Apollo and the Sun, and we can safely assume, according 
to Walker, that Ficino’s astrological music was addressed to the Sun, 
and ‘came near to being a religious rite’.4 Indeed, in his commentary on 
Plotinus’ Enneads, regarding a passage where Plotinus states that we can 
capture planetary influences by prayers, either simple or sung with art, 
Ficino explains that Orphic singing enables to channel cosmic influences 
through the spiritus.5 Yet Walker remains very cautious when it comes 
to describe whom these prayers were addressed to. He recognizes (not 
without ambiguity) that Ficino believed in the power of planetary de-
mons (that is, good intermediary beings equivalent to Christian angels), 
but underlines that the magic described in the De Vita was not addressed 
to demons, but only to cosmic spirit.6 In other words, Walker establishes 
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a distinction between Ficino’s personal magic (which was addressed to 
demons) and the magic described in Book III of his treatise On Life 
(which was not, according to him, addressed to demons). The purpose 
of this chapter is to clarify this somewhat contradictory statement by 
looking at the very demonological sources Ficino used to describe the 
role of pagan demons in music. Given that these texts served as a source 
for both Book III of his treatise On Life and the Platonic commentaries, 
they are important to understand how Ficino’s demonology developed.7

As Tomlinson and Prins have shown, Ficino’s universe is profoundly 
influenced by a Neoplatonic vision of the world, where intermediary 
beings—angels, demons, heroes—play an important role in various ritu
als of purification, including music.8 As Prins has argued, in several pas-
sages of the Timaeus commentary, Ficino underlines the role of these 
intermediary beings in the reenactment of the music of the spheres.9 
These beings also play an important role in maintaining the unity and 
the harmony of the cosmos, since they are responsible for holding to-
gether the two extremes of the Universe; they can do so because their 
nature consists of a mixture of all elements. In addition, it is through 
the agency of angels and demons that human beings can be divinely 
inspired, often when they are most free from reason, i.e. in sleep or in 
an ecstatic state induced by prayer or music.10 In a frequently cited pas-
sage of his Phaedrus commentary, Ficino links demonic inspiration with 
the process of hearing: the process whereby Socrates hears his ‘demonic 
voice’, he explains, occurs either in the inner hearing or in the spiritus.11 
In addition, as already suggested by Prins, the harmony of the spheres, 
and more specifically, the description of the world as a musical scale that 
connects the lower levels of the Universe to the higher ones, serves as a 
powerful image to represent the profound affinities between the human 
and divine worlds.12 This image can in turn be used to justify the use 
of magical practices, among which music, by imitating the music of the 
spheres, enables wise men to attract the influences of the planets.13

To date, however, there is no comprehensive study on the reception of 
Neoplatonic doctrines of cosmic harmony in Ficino’s thought, and more 
specifically on his use of Iamblichus’, Porphyry’s and Proclus’ descriptions 
of music to conjure demons and reach the gods. If Ficino’s description of 
music in his commentary on Plato’s Timaeus and Book III of his treatise 
On Life has been extensively studied, another crucial episode in Ficino’s 
career—the translation of, and commentary on, Neoplatonic texts re-
lated to demonic and angelic inspiration in the years 1486–1489—has so 
far eluded the attention of modern scholarship.14 Yet this episode is fun-
damental to understanding the way in which divine (including angelic 
and demonic) inspiration came to be understood in the fifteenth century. 
A closer look at these texts will enable us to determine the way in which 
Neoplatonic doctrines on the role of demons in music influenced Ficino’s 
own understanding of cosmic harmony.
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Ficino’s Revival of Neoplatonic Demonology

In 1486, Ficino suddenly decided to interrupt his commentary on Plotinus 
and to devote three years to the translation of a number of Neoplatonic 
texts on demonology, theurgy, astrology and magic. These texts, which 
were completed in 1489, are as follows: On Mysteries by Iamblichus, 
some passages from Porphyry’s Sentences and On Abstinence, 
On Dreams by Synesius, a treatise On Demons by Michael Psellus, some 
excerpts from Proclus’ commentary on the first Alcibiades under the title 
De Demone et Anima (‘On Demon and Soul’), and from his On Sacrifice 
and Magic and, finally, Priscian of Lydia’s paraphrase of Theophrastus’ 
commentary on Aristotle’s On Soul. Ficino’s paraphrase of these texts 
was completed in 1489, and was published eight years later (in 1497) in 
Venice by Aldo Manuzio. As I have shown elsewhere, Ficino’s intention 
was to collect previously unknown material on pagan demons because 
he was interested in the way in which one could deal with good and 
evil daimones, and more specifically in their role in dreams and other 
super-natural processes. In addition, these texts were giving him access 
to a series of doctrines that were only partially and indirectly known in 
the Middle Ages (through Latin sources such as Apuleius and Calcidius), 
and which had been misrepresented (and often condemned) by Latin 
Church Fathers such as Augustine.15

The circumstances surrounding Ficino’s paraphrase of these texts shed 
further light on the significance of Ficino’s project. According to P.O. 
Kristeller’s reconstruction, by the time Ficino embarked on his reading 
of these demonological texts in 1486, he has completed almost half of 
his commentary on Plotinus, up to Enneads III, 2 (which corresponds to 
treatise 47, On Providence). This treatise On Providence is immediately 
followed by Plotinus’ only text on demonology entitled On Demons and 
our Individual Demon. In other words, just as he was about to begin his 
commentary on Plotinus’ treatise on demons, Ficino decided to interrupt 
his exegesis of Plotinus, and to study texts by other Neoplatonic authors. 
The reason for this is clear: although Plotinus mentions demons, his de-
monology is much less fully developed than that of his successors. It was 
only after Plotinus that Neoplatonic demonology really developed, cul-
minating with Iamblichus’ On Mysteries. It is precisely for this reason 
that Ficino interrupted his study of Plotinus for three years and devoted 
himself to the demonological texts mentioned above: he was trying to 
find in the writings of Plotinus’ successors a more complete description 
of demons, which could clarify Plotinus’ ‘incomplete’ doctrine. His be-
lief in the essential unity and coherence of the Platonic tradition meant 
that he found it perfectly legitimate to use other Neoplatonic authors 
to interpret Plotinus. This is confirmed by a letter Ficino addressed to 
his friend Braccio Martelli, where he stated that, whilst he was spend-
ing some time in the countryside house of his patrons, the Valori, in 
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Maiano, just outside Florence, he studied Plotinus’ doctrine on demons, 
which he found ‘very brief and obscure’. He therefore decided, he says, 
to read Porphyry, who enabled him to interpret Plotinus’ ‘divine oracles’ 
on demons:

As I was spending the past days in Maiano at the house of Philip and 
Nicholas Valori, studying the nature of demons in a secluded place, 
Plotinus suddenly appeared and infused into us his divine oracle on 
demons, which he expressed in very brief and obscured terms. For 
that reason, it seemed reasonable to summon Plotinus’ disciple Por-
phyry, who devoted so much time to the study of demons, and ask 
him to reveal to us his master’s secret meaning on demons. Thus 
Porphyry appeared and, interrogated through Plotinus and his own 
demons, he revealed to us what his master had meant, and con-
firmed what Origen has said about demons. Now Porphyry spoke to 
us in Greek; I have therefore summarized and translated into Latin 
what he said. If you read this summary together with the Concord 
between Moses and Plato that I have dedicated to you, you will cer-
tainly realize the extent to which both Plato and the Platonists agree 
with our religion.16

Ficino’s meticulous paraphrase of these Neoplatonic texts on demons in-
cludes a number of key passages on music that have so far escaped the at-
tention of modern scholars. Yet these passages clearly demonstrate that 
Ficino, consciously or not, was seeking to uncover doctrines that went 
beyond the patristic and medieval traditions. As such, he was effectively 
reviving a corpus of texts that described religious rituals that had been 
condemned by the Church Fathers (and in particular Augustine) as evil 
and diabolical.17 For Ficino was convinced that pagan demonology and 
theurgy were legitimate religious practices. Several years earlier, in the 
Platonic Theology (written between 1468 and 1474; published in 1482), 
Ficino had already established a comparison between the pagan (per 
philosophiam et sacrificia, that is, Neoplatonic theurgy) and Christian 
rituals (ieiunio atque oratione, that is, fasting and prayer) which could 
purify the soul from the influence of malevolent demons.18 More impor-
tantly for the purpose of the present paper, Ficino believed that the an-
cient pagan rituals enabled the soul to perceive the marvelous harmonies 
of the heavens and the voices and bodies of good demons.19

Ficino’s Interpretation of Cosmic Harmony  
in the Republic, the Timaeus and the Phaedrus

Before turning to the Neoplatonic texts mentioned above, it is worth re-
calling here how Ficino interpreted the three key Platonic passages from 
the Timaeus, Republic and Phaedrus that determined the Neoplatonic 
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conception of cosmic harmony. First, in his interpretation of the myth of 
Er, Ficino followed the traditional belief that the motions of the spheres 
produce harmonious sounds. Thus in his commentary on the myth of 
Er Ficino justifies the fact that the music of the spheres is inaudible to 
human ears. Here he is reusing the traditional Neoplatonic argument 
according to which perception must be proportionate to the object of 
perception, to explain—against Aristotle—why celestial melody is not 
audible to human hears:

Consider that, from the very rapid and ordinate motion of the heav-
ens, as well as from the very powerful contact [between the spheres] 
there arises an immense, varied and extremely sweet melody, in 
which lower sounds occur from slower motions and higher sounds 
occur from speedier motions and moderate sounds from moderate 
motions. But because elemental hearing is not proportionate to the 
celestial melody, such sound is not audible.20

In fact, as he states in a passage from the Platonic Theology already 
mentioned above, there exists another kind of sense perception, which 
occurs through the vehicle of soul, and enables the divinely inspired 
theologians to see and hear the ‘marvelous harmonies and the voices 
and bodies of the demons’.21

Secondly, in the Timaeus commentary, Ficino is often at pains to 
refute the opinion of the ‘natural philosophers’ (physici), a term which, 
as in Proclus, refers to the Aristotelian philosophers. Thus, regarding the 
structure of the Universe, he defends the view, against ‘certain natural 
philosophers’ (nonnulli physici), that both the sublunar and the divine 
worlds are composed of the four elements. Here he is evidently arguing 
against Aristotle, who had stated that only the sublunar world is made 
up of the four elements, whilst the superlunar world is made up of one 
single element, the fifth element, or ether. Aristotle had argued that in 
the absence of air, this made the production of sound in the intelligible 
world impossible, and this invalidated the theory of cosmic harmony.22 
Elsewhere in the Timaeus commentary Ficino rejects the calumnies of 
‘some people’, who argue that the soul might be formed of mathematical 
rather than ideal numbers, evidently alluding to Aristotle’s rejection of 
ideal numbers.23 For, Ficino explains, the soul could not have access to 
the harmony of the Universe if it did not possess within itself the very 
causes of arithmetic proportions.24 Finally, in his Phaedrus commen-
tary, Ficino clearly links the process of recollection with the process of 
‘hearing’ the celestial harmony, stating that ‘we perceive the image of 
that beauty with our sight and hearing, as both Hermias in glossing this 
passage and Plotinus in his book on beauty testify’.25

In two other works Ficino insists on the fact that pure souls (i.e. souls 
that are separate from the body), demons and stars have the power to 
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see and hear, albeit without using sense perception, but some kind of 
intelligible, non-sensory apprehension.26 This enables him to underline 
the affinity between human souls and divine beings, and the soul’s capa
city to become divine.27 Ficino also endorses the Neoplatonic tradition 
according to which Pythagoras heard the celestial harmonies deriving 
from the Muses.28 More importantly, he is explicitly establishing a link 
between the myth of the cicadas in the Phaedrus and the myth of Er in 
the Republic. Here he interprets the cicadas as men who were trans-
formed after their death into demons capable of reaching out the Muses 
through hearing and contemplation, thus perpetuating the Neoplatonic 
tradition:

The Muses bring us harmonious contemplations. But the men who 
listen to them attentively and pursue the studies they patronize 
and are oblivious of human affairs seem to die to the world, as the 
Phaedo [63e–68b] writes of the philosopher. But since they seem 
to have lived on the mind’s nourishment alone, on the convictions 
instilled in them by the Muses, these men who are thus dead to the 
world the Muses surely turn into the demons who were signified by 
the cicadas. These demons are said to reach eventually the Muses 
themselves, since the souls that have already applied themselves for 
a long time to philosophy are recalled to celestials.29

However, despite his constant engagement with the Aristotelian tradi-
tion, and his repeated statements against the ‘philosophers of nature’, 
Ficino never addresses directly Aristotle’s contention that heavenly 
spheres do not produce any sound, nor does he attempt, like Proclus 
or medieval theologians, to offer metaphysical solutions to Aristotle’s 
objections.30 As we will see, Ficino is rather preoccupied with another, 
fundamental theological problem, which had also been central to his 
Neoplatonic predecessors: how to justify the use of theurgy without un-
dermining the omnipotence of the gods. As we will see below, the ex-
istence of a celestial harmony enables him to justify the use of magical 
practices in religious rituals, without ever undermining the supremacy of 
the gods. This leads us to another, important remark. As the Phaedrus 
passage quoted above suggests, and as mentioned by Walker, Ficino did 
indeed believe in the existence of personal demons, and saw them as the 
equivalent of guardian angels. Other Platonic passages confirm this. For 
instance, commenting on Socrates’ demon in the Introduction to the 
Apology of Socrates, Ficino unambiguously describes it as a ‘particular’, 
that is, personal, demon, and compares it to an angel.31 Similarly, in the 
Timaeus commentary, Ficino explains how people in choosing their life, 
are also appointed a demon who will preside over their life.32 In other 
words there is conceptual space, in Ficino’s thought, for the use of music 
addressed to demons—both planetary and personal. As we will now 
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see, the demonology of Iamblichus, Proclus, Porphyry and Synesius pro-
vides Ficino with a metaphysical justification for adopting such delicate 
practices.

Ficino, Iamblichus, and the Mnemonic Power of Music

Codicological evidence suggests that Ficino read Iamblichus’ On Mysteries 
in its entirety, and that he did this so meticulously that he was able to dis-
cover that some quaderni of his manuscript had been misplaced.33 In his 
paraphrase of Iamblichus, Ficino does not translate the whole text, but 
he carefully selects the passages that are of interest to him. As we have 
said above, most of them concern the demons and their role in prophetic 
inspiration, indicating Ficino’s fascination for Neoplatonic demonology. 
In this context, Ficino emphasizes the role of music and invocations. For 
instance, Ficino paraphrases a passage where Iamblichus describes how 
divinely inspired men dance, sing and produce sounds:

Given that there are different kinds of inspired men and of divine 
inspiration, as mentioned above, some of those who are inspired 
are moved in their whole body or in some of its parts, or conversely 
are at rest; similarly, they form harmonious dances and songs, or 
the opposites of these; similarly, their body appears to be lifted up, 
distended, born aloft in the air or it seems to undergo the opposites 
of these. Similarly they utter sounds, which are either even and con-
tinuous or uneven and interrupted by silence, and sometimes they 
tense the tones, sometimes they relax them.34

Here the humanist is evidently interested in the way Iamblichus describes 
the effects of divine inspiration, of which music, dance and singing are 
some of the signs. However, like his Neoplatonic predecessors, Ficino 
is also preoccupied with another theological problem, that of distin-
guishing between licit and illicit religious practices. In this context, he 
is selecting passages where Iamblichus is justifying the use of music in 
theurgy whilst at the same time underlining the supremacy of the gods 
(or God). Thus he insists, like Iamblichus, on the fact that music can 
indeed affect human souls and bodies, but that it cannot be the cause of 
divine inspiration:

Porphyry says that music provokes passions in the soul, and simi-
larly quietens them and various sounds correspond to various char-
acters too. Similarly, music changes the complexions and affections 
of the body, provokes and constrains madness. Iamblichus accepts 
this theory, but he refuses to admit that these are causes of divine 
inspirations. Because these are human, partly natural, partly caused 
by the art of theurgy, they do not have anything divine in them, 
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which is what Porphyry seems to suppose when he says that some 
men are divinely inspired when they hear the sound of flutes, cym-
bals or tympanums, whilst others are moved by other melodies.35

Ficino is here trying to justify the use of music in religious rituals, whilst 
underlining that music cannot be the direct cause of divine inspiration. 
For, paraphrasing Iamblichus, he explains that melodies are only the 
human manifestations of celestial motions, which in turn correspond to 
a specific order of gods. In other words, when a melody is produced, the 
corresponding god makes himself present and fills man with his pres-
ence, not because of what music provokes in our soul, but because of the 
congruence between that music and the god:

Different species of motion in the Universe specifically correspond to 
different orders of gods. From these flow different melodies, which 
are in agreement, each through its own motion, to a correspond-
ing order of gods, which are presiding over motion. Since these are 
everywhere and impart their powers above all to their correspond-
ing beings, they manifest their presence when the melodies that 
are specifically congruent to themselves occur, and by introducing 
themselves into our spiritus which are affected by these melodies, 
they possess the man and fill him in completely with their own es-
sence and power, so that the cause of inspiration is not so much a 
man’s passion excited by music but the very congruence of music 
with a god, where the god is naturally present (Passages in italics 
are mine).36

As Walker had already noted, in this passage Ficino inserts his spiritus 
doctrine, which is not in Iamblichus (see passage in italics). It is through 
the spiritus, which is affected by music, that the gods are introducing 
themselves in human souls and can inspire them. In fact, in what fol-
lows, Ficino adds a detailed section, which is absent from Iamblichus, 
where he explains how music can affect man:

The objects that pervade to the vision are certainly proper to imagi
nation and are images of intelligible objects; those which get to the 
sense which is inferior to the sense of hearing, are indeed material; 
those which get to the sense of hearing, which is intermediary and 
in agreement with the soul, are introduced in the spiritus, and affect 
together with motion, affect and significance, the soul on the one 
hand and the body on the other. As such, man as a whole, according 
to the properties of the various melodies, becomes the receptacle 
of various divinities, and depending on the various kinds of inspi-
ration those who are inspired are variously disposed—in motion, 
at rest and in various other dispositions. This depends more on the 
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different divinities who inspire us than on the various kinds of mu-
sic. For the effect of sound has already ceased when the god acts.37

Here Ficino is establishing a parallel between the processes of vision and 
hearing: just as images are sent to the imagination, sounds are sent to the 
spiritus and affect body and soul, and this is precisely what makes man 
the ‘receptacle’ of divine inspiration. Yet Ficino insists on the fact that 
music cannot be the cause of divine inspiration, since the effect of sound 
has already ceased when the god takes possession of our soul. In other 
words, one can practice music and become the receptacle of the god, but 
the god remains the ultimate source of divine inspiration.

Paraphrasing Iamblichus again, Ficino explains that sounds and music 
produced on earth have a mnemonic power: when the soul hears harmo-
nious music, it is reminded of the celestial harmony it perceived before 
entering matter:

When in the intelligible world, the soul heard the harmony of the 
world, of which it is reminded when it hears melodies which bear 
trace of divine music, and when it is reminded of the divine harmony 
it is forcefully affected towards it, if that is possible for souls, which 
have contemplated the very idea of harmony whilst in the father-
land. Thus made familiar to the god by this affect, it is inspired by 
the presence of a single god, and thus performs miracles. Thus the 
cause of this inspiration and those miracles is not a passion brought 
in by sounds, nor the nature of the soul composed of harmony, 
but the similitude to the god and the god’s presence. It is even less 
the case that inspiration consists of the purification of superfluous 
and concrete things in the soul and the body through music and 
inspiration.38

In his interpretation of Plato, Ficino often expresses the opinion that the 
power of music is double: it can purify the soul and bring it back to a 
state of temperance,39 but it can also be deceitful.40 Similarly, like Plato 
and Plotinus, Ficino often compares the philosopher, the musician and 
the philosophical lover, who are all capable of bringing back the soul to 
the divine world.41 Here, however, Iamblichus’ conflation of the doc-
trine of cosmic harmony and that of the souls’ recollection provides the 
humanist with a further, theological justification for the use of music in 
religious rituals: music has a philosophical and religious power, because 
it is an image of God’s harmonious Creation and because it can serve as 
a trigger for the soul’s recollection of the ideal concepts it perceived in 
its incorporeal state. But it is never the cause of this process, given that 
it is only an image of divine music. In other words, earthly music can 
only awaken (rather than create) the Ideas of perfect harmony that are 
already present in the soul.
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Three other passages selected from Proclus, Porphyry, and Synesius, 
confirm that Ficino is indeed profoundly interested in finding a meta-
physical justification for the use of imperfect human music. In a passage 
from Proclus’ Alcibiades commentary, Ficino reiterates the belief that 
cosmic harmony pervades the whole Universe as well as the sublunar 
world, reaching as far as the beasts and the plants:

Thanks to the harmony that governs the heavens, the superior be-
ings temper all the other things in a harmonious way. The heaven 
is full of consonance (concentu) and harmony (concinnitas) in its 
motions.42 Then, the divinities that are superior to us participate in 
this harmony, which proceeds from heaven; after them, human life, 
when it is disposed correctly, receives from them the consonance of 
its customs and the harmony of its actions; the divine power of these 
same superior beings reach as far as the beasts and the plants. For 
they too participate by nature in this harmony. For the superior be-
ings contain in a harmonious way all sublunar things, and they per-
fect them, and in turn accommodate them both to one another and 
to the sublunar world. They establish a harmony between the body 
and the intellect by means of the soul; they establish a harmony bet
ween the generation and the revolution of Sameness by means of the 
revolution attributed to Otherness (if I may use this word); finally, 
they harmonize fire and earth by means of the intermediary links. In 
addition they order each soul by means of harmonious proportions, 
and they unite each body by means of measures, which are always 
the same, and they bring every motion to perfection by means of 
musical measurements.

This means that music, just like any form of art, ultimately derives from 
the gods, even in its very imperfection: ‘Thus the musical disposition 
within us is assuredly a gift from the Muses, even if it is their very last 
image; for the artistic and contemplative dispositions within us have 
gods as their masters and originate from them (Emphasis mine)’.43

In the italicized passage, which is absent from Proclus, Ficino is at 
pains to show that any artistic and contemplative disposition is di-
vine, even if it is the lowest level in the chain that links all levels of the 
Universe to the gods. This addition enables Ficino to justify the use of 
music in religious rituals: using an artistic or contemplative disposition 
to communicate with the gods would not threaten their omnipotence, 
since they are the causes of these dispositions.

In a most explicit passage from his paraphrase of Synesius’ On Dreams, 
Ficino explains that the existence of a universal concord justifies the 
use of ‘voices, materials and figures’ by the philosopher. These function 
as symbols of divine things, and can be used to exploit the affinities 
between the different parts of the Universe. By ‘voices’ (voces, which 
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renders Synesius’ φωνάς) Ficino is presumably alluding to songs and in-
cantations, and perhaps also to musical notes (which he equally renders 
by vox in the passage below). Here audible music serves as a powerful 
image to describe the workings of the Universe:

The world concord is such that some things are drawn by others and 
are in harmony with them. For, since the universe is in harmony and 
agreement with itself, its parts must fit together in a harmonious 
way, since these parts are equal to the one whole. But it is worth 
considering whether the charms and spells of the magi tend towards 
this. For, just as the things in this world are mutual signs of each 
another, so they are reciprocally affected by each other. Assuredly 
he is a sage who understands the affinity between the different parts 
of the world. For he attracts one thing by means of another, by using 
voices, materials and figures present with him as tokens of things 
far away. In the same way within us, when the bowel is affected in a 
certain way, another part [of the body] also suffers with it: a pain in 
the finger often results in a pain in the groin, whereas many organs 
between the parts [that are affected by pain] experience very little 
of that pain. The reason for this is that they are both parts of one 
unique living organism, and possess something that binds them to 
each other more tightly than to other things. Even a stone here on 
earth, or a herb, has some link with a god, of those who dwell in 
the universe [scil. the encosmic gods]; in congruence with these, so 
to speak, he is yielding to nature and is as it were bewitched. In the 
same way, the musician who sounds the lowest note does not sound 
the note that comes immediately next, namely, the sesquioctava [scil. 
the ratio 9:8, corresponding to the whole tone, that is, the interval 
between two adjacent notes], but rather strikes the sesquitertia [scil. 
the ratio 4:3, corresponding to the interval of a fourth] and the high 
note called nētē [scil. the ratio 2:1, corresponding to the interval of 
an octave], because these notes produce a more consonant sound.44 
For just as there is in the parts [scil. of the cosmos] a certain concord, 
so there is also a certain discord; for this world is not a simple unity, 
but a unity formed of many [unitas in multitudine]. There are parts 
of it, which agree and yet are in opposition with other parts, in such 
a way, however, that the opposition between these contributes to 
the harmony of the universe, just as the lyre is a system of dissonant 
and consonant sounds [concordia discors]. The one composed of 
opposites pertains to the lyre, the harmony,45 as well as the world.46

In other words, just as there exist, in the body and in music, affinities 
between parts that are far away from one another, and dissonances bet
ween parts that are close to one another, so in the Universe there are 
oppositions and agreements between the parts that compose it, which 
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all contribute to the harmony of the world. It is the task of the magus to 
exploit these affinities and dissonances, just as a physician or a musician 
know how to use the relation between various parts of the body, or bet
ween various musical notes.47

As we have mentioned above, Ficino considers that the soul pos-
sesses within itself the ideal structure of cosmic harmony, of which it 
is reminded when hearing music on earth. But Ficino goes further and 
describes in numerous passages the soul’s power to produce harmony 
and restore the balance of the body.48 In the following passage, Ficino 
is looking once more for a theological explanation accounting for the 
soul’s ability to harmonize the body. In his paraphrase of Porphyry’s 
Auxiliaries to the Perception of Intelligible Natures (which he translated 
under the title De Occasionibus), he selects a passage where the living 
being is said to be analogous to a musician, who moves the harmony 
that is within him; the soul is described as analogous to a transcendent 
harmony, and the body, to the tuned strings of an instrument:

When a living being perceives, the soul appears to be analogous to 
a transcendent harmony, which moves by itself the strings, which 
are tuned, whilst the body is similar to a harmony that is immanent 
to the strings. But the living being is the cause of motion because it 
is an animate being. It is assuredly analogous to the musician, by 
virtue of being tuned. But the bodies that pulsate through a sensual 
passion seem to be analogous to the tuned strings. For in that case 
it is not the transcendent harmony that is affected, but the strings. 
And assuredly the musician moves through the harmony that is 
within him; yet the strings would not be moved in a musical way, 
even if the musician wished it, if the harmony did not authorize it.49

As modern scholars have shown, Porphyry’s text derives from Plotinus, 
who used the same comparison to show that the soul remains unaffected 
by the sense perception that it causes in the body it inhabits. Plotinus 
alludes to the musical phenomenon where the vibrating string of a well-
tuned instrument string can remotely cause the other strings to vibrate, 
a doctrine that had already been appropriated by early medieval philo
sophy, as Charles Burnett shows in Chapter 2 of this volume.50 Just as 
the harmony can remotely cause this vibration, so the soul can cause 
sense perception in the body without being affected by it.51 Here, how-
ever, the passage not only provides Ficino with an image describing the 
soul’s powers, but also presents a theological justification for the soul’s 
capacity to produce harmony on earth. Given the context in which Fi-
cino was reading these Neoplatonic texts, it is safe to assume that the 
humanist was particularly interested in the description of the living be-
ing as a musician, who can harmonize the strings, but is ultimately sub-
ordinated to the transcendent harmony. In his eyes, this image could 
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justify the use of music in religious rituals, whilst underlining the supe-
riority and absolute power of the intelligible harmony, sole responsible 
for authorizing the performance of licit practices. What is also striking 
here is that Ficino’s interpretation strongly echoes the way in which the 
twelfth-century philosopher Hermann of Carinthia used Plotinus’ doc-
trine of sympathetic vibration to describe the workings of the Universe 
and justify the use of magical practices.

Conclusion

Ficino’s revival of Neoplatonic texts on demons and theurgy consider-
ably modified the medieval conception of cosmic harmony and its cul-
tural reception. As his exegesis of Republic, Timaeus and Phaedrus 
demonstrates, Ficino was more interested in justifying the use of some 
delicate religious practices than to engage with the Aristotelian tradi-
tion, which rejected the very existence of the music of the spheres. As we 
have seen, he refuted some important points made by Aristotle, such as 
the notions that the intelligible world might only be composed of ether, 
and that there might not be ideal numbers within the soul. However, 
in the texts analysed above, he never fully engaged with the question 
as to why the music of the spheres might be inaudible to human ears. 
Neither did he try, like some of his Neoplatonic and medieval prede-
cessors, to find metaphysical solutions to reconcile the Platonic notion 
of cosmic harmony and Aristotle’s soundless universe. As his selection 
of Neoplatonic passages on theurgy indicates, the Florentine humanist 
was above all preoccupied with how earthly religious rituals, including 
prayer, song, and music, could be efficient in a world where gods were 
necessarily omnipotent. Plotinus’ belief in universal sympathy, often de-
scribed in musical terms, partly explained how a magus on earth could 
exploit the motions of the planets without being accused of practicing 
illicit magic. However, the post-Plotinian tradition—from Iamblichus 
to Proclus—provided Ficino with further theological arguments. By 
adopting Iamblichus’ conflation of the doctrines of cosmic harmony and 
recollection Ficino could describe music as a trigger for the soul to re-
member the cosmic harmony it heard before entering the material world. 
In this context, the notion of the world as a musical scale is more than 
an image: it functions as a powerful tool to describe instrumental music 
as a gift from the gods that can be used to ascend the ladder of beings. 
Similarly, the existence of a cosmic harmony that pervades the whole 
universe means that the philosopher’s prayers and songs are a genuine 
echo of the divine music of God’s Creation.

Going back to Walker’s assessment of Ficino’s demonology, we can 
safely conclude that Ficino did adopt—albeit with some caution—the ba-
sic tenets of Neoplatonic demonology. Thus his magic, including the one 
described in Book III of his treatise On Life, was addressed to planetary 
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demons, even if God remained the ultimate cause of earthly harmony. In 
this context, audible music and invocations are used to purify the soul 
from the influence of malevolent demons and to help the soul ascent to 
a supra-rational state where it can ‘hear the marvelous harmonies of the 
universe’ and communicate with the good demons.

Ficino’s revival of Neoplatonic demonology represents one of the last 
attempts to explore and put into practice some of the most delicate doc-
trines inherited from ancient paganism, before the Church started to 
narrow down the limits of religious orthodoxy. However, even before 
Francesco Patrizi presented a radically anti-Aristotelian account of cos-
mic harmony, another, unjustly neglected figure—Francesco Cattani da 
Diacceto—initiated the introduction of Platonic ideas on cosmic har-
mony in the University, explicitly refuting Aristotle’s contention that 
planets did not produce any sound, and defending the use of music in 
religious rituals to help the soul recall divine concepts.52
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