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The Harmonic Figura of the Soul’s Composition 
in Marsilio Ficino’s Compendium on the Timaeus

Stephen Gersh

Abstract
The application to psychology of the mathematical figura of harmony is perhaps the ideal test-case for 
evaluating Marsilio Ficino’s ideas concerning the role of figural discourse in general within the history of 
philosophy. In his Compendium on Plato’s Timaeus, Ficino begins by presenting a relatively traditional 
account of the construction of the mathematical figure of the triangle or lambda with its twofold 
ascending sequence of numbers that includes the various ratios and the geometrical, arithmetical, 
and harmonic means. However, he then innovates with a kind of thought-experiment whereby he 
inserts (1) the duality of limit and infinity and the five Platonic genera; (2) the various ratios yielding 
consonances, <3> the soul’s powers, including unity, will, intelligence, and so forth. Most importantly, 
he applies the previously inserted ratios to the various psychic powers, albeit without elaborating on 
the full significance of such an application. The final section of this essay explores the relation between 
the account of the harmonic figura and the analogical structure of the world as a whole according to 
the Compendium. 

Introduction: The Hermeneutical Context

At the beginning of his prooemium to the complete works of Plato on which he laboured 
as translator and commentator for many years, Marsilio Ficino explains the rationale behind 
his epoch-making project. In order that religion might be accessible to the more advanced 
as well as to relative beginners, he argues, divine providence decided not only to arm it with 
prophets, sibyls and holy teachers but also to embellish it with a certain pathway of eloquent 
philosophy. It therefore at the appointed time sent down “the divine soul of Plato” (divinus 
Platonis animus) to shed the light of religion among all nations through his wonderful life, 
intelligence and eloquence. However, since the “Platonic sun” (sol platonicus) has still not 
fully risen for the Latin-speaking world, it is Marsilio Ficino who has now been entrusted by 
Cosimo de’ Medici with the task of completing the great work.1

From another passage in Ficino’s writings, we discover that Plato was actually to be 
viewed as the culmination of an earlier philosophical tradition characterized by a special 
mode of thought and expression. This tradition began among the Persians with the teachings 
of Zoroaster and among the Egyptians with those of Hermes,2 was developed among the 
Thracians with the doctrines of Orpheus and Aglaophemus and among the Greeks and 
Italians with that of Pythagoras, and was finally brought to perfection at Athens by the divine 

1  Ficino, Prooemium in Platonem, Opera Omnia 1128c – citations from this edition are according to page 
number together with the letters a, b, c indicating approximate position (top, middle, bottom) on the page.

2  I.e. Hermes Trismegistus.
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Plato himself.3 The conceptual unity underlying this entire tradition stemmed from the fact 
that the doctrines of its two co-founders had originally been “in harmony with one another”. 
(utrobi sibimet consona).4 However, in order that their teachings might not be contaminated 
by being shared with those unworthy to receive them, it was the ancient custom of the 
successive theologians “to veil the divine mysteries both with mathematical numbers and 
figures and with poetic fictions” (divina mysteria cum mathematicis numeris et figuris tum 
poeticis figmentis obtegere).

The reference in the prooemium in Platonem to the decision of divine providence to equip 
religion on the one hand with the teachings of prophets and sibyls and on the other with that 
of eloquent philosophers shows that Ficino viewed the entire philosophical tradition leading 
up to Plato as being in “harmony” (concordia)5 not only with itself but with the revelation 
of the Old Testament. This latter idea is reinforced by Ficino’s frequently repeated citation 
of Eusebius of Caesarea’s report to the effect that Numenius the Pythagorean – a writer 
whom he declares to have been ranked among the greatest of all thinkers by the authoritative 
Christian writer Origen6 – had studied the writings of both Moses and Plato and concluded 
that the latter was “nothing other than another Moses speaking in the Attic tongue” (nihil 
aliud…quam alter Moses attica lingua loquens).7 

Now, given the custom of the philosophical tradition that he brings to perfection, it would 
hardly be surprising to find that Plato in writing his dialogues invariably dissembles his own 
thoughts. Indeed, Ficino understands the apparently puzzling statement of Plato in the Second 
Letter that he had never written and never would write about divine matters to mean that in 
his numerous written dialogues he “does not reveal his own sentiments but talks about that 
of somebody else” (non suam mentem aperire sed narrare alienam): presumably one of the 
speakers in the dialogues.8 The ambiguous nature of the Platonic utterance is also underlined 
by the characterization of Plato’s literary style as “less resembling human speech than a divine 
oracle” (non tam humano eloquio quam divino oraculo similis) when it both thunders on 
high and flows with the sweetness of nectar.9 Finally, the ambiguity of Plato’s discourse is 
associated with the fact that in his Letters Plato “prophesies that his mysteries will eventually 
be able to become clear to mankind after many centuries” (vaticinatur tandem post multa 
saecula hominibus manifesta fieri posse): namely, subsequent to the apostles’ teachings.10 In 

3  Ficino, Prooemium in Plotinum 2, ed. S. Gersh, Harvard U. P., Cambridge, Mass. forthcoming 
4  On this harmony see also Ficino, De Christiana Religione, c. 22.73-75, ed. G. Bartolucci, Edizioni della 

Normale, Pisa 2019.
5  Cf. Ficino, Epistula ad Braccium Martellum, Opera Omnia 866c – entitled “the Harmony of Moses and 

Plato” (Concordia Mosis et Platonis).
6  Fic., ibid.
7  Fic., ibid. Cf. Ficino, Epistula ad Iohannem Nicolinum, Opera Omnia 855a, Theologia Platonica XVII.4.6, 

ed. M.J.B. Allen - J. Hankins, Harvard U.P., Cambridge, Mass. 2001-2006. The citation is from Eusebius, Praepa-
ratio Evangelica XI.10.14, ed. G. Favrelle - É. des Places, Paris 1982 (SC 192) and Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 
I.22.150, ed. B. Pouderon, Paris 2023 (SC 633). 

8  Fic., Theol. Plat. XVII.4.5 Allen-Hankins.
9  Fic., Prooem. in Plat., Opera Omnia 1129a.
10  Fic., De Christ. Relig., c. 22.75-79 Bartolucci. Ficino expands this idea in his Argumentum in Epistulam II, 

Opera Omnia, p. 1532b, the reference in both these passages being to Plato, Epist. II 314 C. Ficino has a complex 
exegetical theory according to which the ability of later Platonists correctly to understand the mysteries of Plato is 
actually the result of their partial exposure to certain Christian teachings: especially, those of John the Evangelist and 
Dionysius the Areopagite – see Fic., De Christ. Relig., c. 35.12-17 Bartolucci, In Dionysii De Divinis Nominibus, 
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fact, there are only a few doctrines that Ficino believes to have been stated by Plato in a direct 
and unambiguous way: namely, that God exercises providence towards the world, that the 
human soul is immortal, and that there are rewards and punishments in store for the soul.11

Such being the case, the history of philosophy subsequent to Plato takes the form of an 
exercise in separating Platonic “mysteries” (mysteria) from their coverings, this process being 
seen by Ficino as requiring the interpretation of either the mathematical numbers and figures 
or the poetic fictions mentioned above.12

Ficino deals with this subsequent history in the form of a summary in Platonic Theology 
XVII. Here, he distinguishes according to their interpretative stance with respect to Plato’s 
authority six successive “academies:” those under the leadership of Xenocrates, Arcesilaus, 
and Carneades respectively which were Greek, and those under that of Ammonius,13 Plotinus, 
and Proclus respectively which were non-Greek. The first four academies “accepted in a non-
literal manner” (aliter quam verba sonarent accipiebant) what Plato had written about his 
mysteries whereas the last two “observed the surface meaning of his words more pedantically” 
(verborum faciem curiosius observarunt).14 Among the first four academies, the third held that 
all Plato’s conclusions implied radical doubt, the second that his conclusions were probable 
but not certain, and the first together with the fourth that some of his conclusions were 
probable and some certain.15 

It is clearly the non-literal approach of the first four academies coupled with the first and 
fourth academies’ belief in the certainty underlying the surface of Plato’s discourse that is 
most in accordance with Ficino’s narrative of the history of philosophy’s development from 
Zoroaster and Hermes Trismegistus onwards.16 

Now, the doctrine of psychic and cosmic harmony worked out in Plato’s Timaeus is perhaps 
the ideal test-case for evaluating Ficino’s theory of the history of philosophy and especially of 
the Platonic component within that history.17 The relevant section of his commentary on this 
dialogue18 not only advocates the use of a variety of geometrical figures including the straight 
line, the curve, the intersection of straight lines, and the intersection of circles19 in order to 
explain the nature of soul but also presents an exemplary discussion of the application to 

p. 15.9, ed. M.J.B. Allen, Harvard U.P., Cambridge Mass. 2015, Argumentum in Rempublicam VI, Opera Omnia 
1408a. In the context of our present discussion of the soul’s harmonic composition, it will not be necessary to pur-
sue this more complicated development. 

11  Fic., Theol. Plat. XVII.4.6 Allen-Hankins. Cf. Ibid. XVII.4.1.
12  See Fic., Argumentum in Epist. II, Opera Omnia 1530c ff. for a detailed exegesis of four such “mysteries”. 
13  I.e. Ammonius Saccas.
14  Fic., Theol. Plat. XVII.1.2. Allen-Hankins. Ficino is here referring specifically to Plato’s statements regard-

ing the transmigration of human souls into animal bodies, although the hermeneutical principle described has an 
obviously more general application.

15  Fic., Theol. Plat. XVII.4.1 Allen-Hankins.
16  Moreover, the Florentine’s endorsement of this version of Platonism is reinforced by his belief that the 

fourth and fifth academies reflect certain influences from the Christian Platonism of St. John, St. Paul, Hierotheus 
and Dionysius the Areopagite. See Fic., De Christ Relig., c. 22.82-84 Bartolucci. 

17  The link between Ficino’s history of philosophy and the figura of harmony in particular is strengthened by 
the fact that two of his central historical-philosophical authorities – Orpheus and Pythagoras – were traditionally 
associated with great musical discoveries. 

18  Ficino, Compendium in Timaeum, cc. 28-39, Opera Omnia 1451b-1464a [1462bis]. On the method of cita-
tion see note 22 below.

19  Ibid. 36, Opera Omnia 1461bc.
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psychology of one mathematical figura of overriding importance.20 It is fortunate that Ficino 
himself at one point tells us precisely what aspects of Plato’s account of soul he accepts as 
certain: i.e. what aspects of his figural interpretation of soul are grounded in truth. These 
include the five formal genera of things, the four species of souls, the soul’s ability to turn to 
the divine and to govern the body within a single life, the soul’s pre-containment according 
to its own modality and species of the various kinds of life, and – most importantly for our 
purposes – “the musical composition of the soul (musica animae compositio)”.21

1. Ficino on the Harmony of Soul and World in Plato’s Timaeus

Of the numerous commentaries and argumenta that Ficino attached to his translations of 
Plato’s dialogues the Compendium in Timaeum is one of the larger items. As well as appearing 
in the first and second editions of Platonis Opera published in Florence in 148422 and in 
Venice in 1491,23 and in an expanded version together with a set of distinctiones (distinctions) 
or expanded chapter-headings24 in the volume of Commentaria in Platonem in Florence in 
1496,25 it was usually reprinted in the later editions of Platonis Opera whereas the custom was 
for obvious reasons of space to remove Ficino’s longer commentaries on Platonic dialogues. 
It must therefore have become one of the Florentine’s most widely-read works during the 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.26 In commenting on this dialogue, Ficino was 
following a tradition of studying Platonic cosmology that had continued throughout the 
Middle Ages especially in conjunction with Calcidius’ Latin commentary. However, Ficino 
was an innovator in practising a kind of humanistic commentary, in introducing explanatory 
material from Greek sources such as Proclus’ Commentarius in Timaeum and Plutarch’s 
De Animae Procreatione in Timaeo that were unknown during the western Middle Ages, and 

20  See especially Fic., Comp. in Tim. 28, Opera Omnia 1452c. Here, he notes that the soul can be described 
using either numbers or shapes, the first approach indicating specifically the soul’s incorporeality, and the second 
specifically its inclination to body. He then proceeds to explain the meaning of a certain triangular figure. 

21  Ficino, Plat. Theol. XVII.4.2 Allen-Hankins – Conversely, to believe in the transmigration of souls into 
animals’ bodies is to confuse the surface of a figure with its deeper meaning.

22  Per Laurentium Venetum. On the editions see P.O. Kristeller, Supplementum Ficinianum I, Florence 1937, 
pp. lx-lxi, lxviii. The early editions of the text present us with a chaotic situation regarding chapter numbering and 
pagination that will only be resolved by a new modern edition. In the present essay we will adopt faute de mieux 
the following procedures: a. Chapters. The numbering will follow that of the editio princeps of 1496 even though 
chapter 34 is numbered twice in that edition. Therefore, the numbering in the Basel 1576 edition per Henricum 
Petri (= Opera Omnia) will be c. of the editio princeps +1 from the latter’s chapter 35 onwards. b. Pagination. We 
will cite the Compendium using the pagination of the Basel 1576 edition because this is currently the most widely 
available text and because the editio princeps of 1496 has no page-numbers. However, since the pagination of the 
Basel edition is missing or confused from p. 1462 onwards, we will correct the numbering and give the pagination 
as printed in this edition in brackets. An English translation by A. Farndell, All Things Natural: Ficino on Plato’s 
‘Timaeus’, London 2010 has a useful introductory note comparing the earlier printed editions with respect to their 
textual organization. A brief study by P. Mazzochini and G. Rinaldini (eds.), Compendio al Timeo di Platone di 
Marsilio Ficino, Istituto d’istruzione superiore Corridoni-Campana, Osimo 2001 should also be noted.

23  Per Bernardinum de Choris de Cremona et Simonem de Iuero. The various sixteenth-century editions of the 
Compendium seem to follow the arrangement in this edition. 

24  There are forty-six of these “distinctions”, a few of which are quite substantial. 
25  Per Laurentium Francisci de Venetiis = the editio princeps.
26  See A. Étienne, Marsile Ficin et le Timée: Visage d’un interprète. De la découverte à la reception de la phy-

sique platonicienne I: Une étude historique et thématique du Compendium in Timaeum. Diss. Lausanne 1998.
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in deploying his own creative powers as a Neoplatonic thinker. These features are nowhere 
made more apparent than in the treatment of the harmony of soul and world.

In chapter 33 of the Compendium bearing the subtitle: “On the Harmonic Composition 
of the Soul” (De Harmonica animae compositione), Ficino explains how God – according to 
Plato – made the world-soul from the indivisible nature and divisible nature27 that together 
comprise “being” (essentia),28 the indivisible being so according to space and therefore also 
called “sameness” (idem), and also being so according to time and therefore also called 
“rest” (status), the divisible being so according to space and therefore also called “otherness” 
(alterum), and also being so according to time and therefore also called “motion” (motus). 
These five genera interpenetrate one another within the soul and permit the judging and 
performing of all things. Since the soul in judging consists of “essence,” it defines each thing; 
since it consists of sameness, it recognises how something simple or complex agrees both with 
itself and with other things; and since it consists of otherness, it recognises how something 
simple or complex is differentiated with respect to itself or other things.29 Since the soul 
in performing consists of “being”, it gives being to things; since it consists of Sameness, it 
connects things with itself and with one another; and since it consists of Otherness, it separates 
things from itself and from one another. For these reasons, Plato rightly blends the genera 
of all things in a definite “harmonic proportionality” (harmonica ratio) which – according to 
the similarity of variables – makes the dissimilar similar and equalizes the unequal, and in so 
doing avoids the arithmetic proportionality that would introduce too much dissimilarity, and 
also the geometric proportionality that would introduce too much similarity. 

It should be noted that Plato throughout this account is describing the harmonic quality 
and function of soul both in relation to itself: that is, with respect to the powers of soul; and in 
relation to bodies: that is, with respect to the spheres of the world. In relation to itself, the soul 
harmonically blends some otherness with the greater sameness of intelligence and some sameness 
with the greater difference of reason;30 in relation to bodies, the soul harmonically blends some 
motion with the greater rest in the case of the heavens and some rest with the greater motion in 
the sublunary sphere. Indeed, Plato deduced the harmonic relations within the soul itself from 
its harmonic relation to bodies31 for, just as “consonance” (concentus) flows from the musician’s 
mind into his voice, so does “harmony” (harmonia) flow from the world-soul into the world. At 
this point, Ficino turns to direct citation of his Latin translation of the Timaeus.

But now let us listen to Plato himself: “In the beginning God took a single part of the 
whole; next a second part that was two times the first; then a third part, which was one and 

27  Ficino’s Latin terminology for this varies, no doubt in accordance with the requirements of his Plato trans-
lation. Thus, he speaks at Comp. in Tim. 28, Opera Omnia 1451b and 34, Opera Omnia 1460a of indivisible and 
divisible “nature” (natura), but at ibid. 33, Opera Omnia 1458a of indivisible and divisible “substance” (essentia) 
and “property” (proprietas). 

28  In this chapter, Ficino is working with a combined notion of what might be termed “essential being” (i.e. 
essence plus existence). Here, first the essentiality and second the existence is emphasized when the soul is said to 
judge and to perform respectively.

29  We summarize here only what is said about the first three genera, since Ficino notes that Plato himself only 
speaks at length of the three.

30  The same harmonic proportionality with respect to qualities and functions at a lower level is posited in the 
case of imagination and sensation.

31  Or: the harmonic relation in bodies.
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a half times the second part and also three times the first; then, a fourth part, two times the 
second; after that a fifth part, three times the third; next a sixth part, which was eight times 
the first; and finally a seventh part, which exceeded the first by twenty-six parts”. This is 
what Plato says. Let us therefore set up a triangle at whose apex a unity is placed, from 
which three numbers flow forth on each side, even on one side and odd on the other, in 
such a proportionality that on the one side after unity first come two, then four, and finally 
eight, and on the other side similarly beneath unity first come three, then nine, and finally 
twenty-sevcn.32

The “triangle” to which Ficino refers at this point in his commentary, which he had found 
in the manuscripts of Calcidius’ and Proclus’ earlier commentaries on the Timaeus, which is 
said to have been first utilized by the Platonist Crantor in the fourth to third century BC, and 
to which the term lambda was traditionally assigned on account of its similarity to that letter, 
is a mathematical figure that encapsulates the entire Pythagorean-Platonic notion of harmony.33 
We will therefore use it as a convenient base on which to construct a brief analysis of Ficino’s 
harmonic conception which will be divided according to the following sequence of topics: 
[2] Ratios and consonance in the lambda, [3] The mathematical and metaphysical means, [4] 
Ficino’s reinvention of the lambda, and [5] From psychic harmony to cosmic analogy.34 Now, 

32  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 33, Opera Omnia 1458c: “Sed Platonem ipsum iam audiamus. Unam principio accepit 
portionem ex universo; secundam vero primae partis duplam; deinde tertiam quae secundae quidem sesquialtera 
esset, primae vero tripla; postea quartam, secundae duplam; quintam deinceps, tertiae triplam; sextam primae octu-
plam; postremo septimam quae partibus sex et viginti primam excederet. Haec Ille. Constituamus ergo triangulum 
in cuius apice locata sit unitas a qua terni utrinque numeri profluant, hinc pares inde similiter impares, hac videlicet 
ratione ut a parte altera post unitatem primum duo, deinde quattuor, demum octo; altera ex parte sub unitate simi-
liter primum tria, deinde novem, postremo septem atque viginti”. 

33  The main general studies of Ficino’s harmonic or musical philosophy are D.P. Walker, Spiritual and De-
monic Magic from Ficino to Campanella,Warburg Institute, London 1958, repr. Kraus, Nendeln, Liechtenstein 
1976, pp. 3-29; Id., Music, Spirit and Language in the Renaissance, ed. P. Gouk, Variorum, London 1985, pp. 131-
50; G. Tomlinson, Music in Renaissance Magic. Toward a Historiography of Others, University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago 1993, pp. 101-44; B. Boccadoro, “Marsilio Ficino: The Soul and the Body of Counterpoint”, in P. Gozza 
(ed.), Number to Sound: The Musical Way to the Scientific Revolution, Kluwer, Dordrecht 2000, pp. 99-134; Id., 
“Le passioni e i numeri”, in P. Vendrix (ed.), Music and Mathematics in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe, 
Brepols, Turnhout 2008, pp. 147-84; E. Schadel, “Zur Musik-Konzeption des Marsilio Ficino”, in J. Matula (ed.), 
Florentine Platonism and Central Europe; Florentinischer Platonismus und Mitteleuropa, Univerzita Palackého, 
Olomouc 2001, pp. 107-78; J. Prins, Echoes of an Invisible World: Marsilio Ficino and Francesco Patrizi on Cosmic 
Order and Music Theory, Brill, Leiden 2015 (Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History, 234), pp. 25-213. These studies – 
with the exception of Walker’s – are perhaps characterized by tendencies to excessively speculative reconstruction 
of Ficino’s thought and over-estimation of its closeness to the “scientific revolution”. 

34  Two aspects of Ficino’s general theory will not be discussed in any detail in the present essay: 1) The purely 
numerological implications of the lambda-figure. For instance, Ficino in chapter 33, Opera Omnia 1459c and 
elsewhere makes considerable use of the notion of a sevenfold division of the soul’s powers: that is, where soul is 
divided first, into three: the eternal, the temporal, and the mediate; second, into seven where the eternal and tem-
poral are both subdivided into substance, power, and operation. This sevenfold arrangement (which also expands 
from seven to nine) is designed to be the metaphysical grounding of the sevenfold structure of the planetary system. 
However, this structure is not specifically harmonic in character. 2) The specifically temporal unfolding of the 
soul’s harmony. Thus, in chapter 29, Opera Omnia 1453b Ficino speaks of the God whose utterance is the origin 
of both the world’s soul and its body and is similar to the highly musical hymn of Apollo, and also of the soul born 
from him which strikes the heavenly lyre with the same musical rhythm. An analogy is then established between 
the alternation of high and low sounds in the heavenly melody and the changes taking place among the opposite 
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Ficino later notes35 that the complete harmonic doctrine of Plato cannot be understood without 
supplementing the first lambda-figure in which the numbers 1, 2, 4, 8 flow down on the left 
side and the numbers 1, 3, 9, 27 on the right with a second lambda-figure in which – with a 
multiplication by 6 – the numbers on the left side are 6, 12, 24, 48 and those on the right side 
are 6, 18, 54, 162, the larger numbers being necessary to permit the insertion of arithmetic and 
harmonic means between the numbers of the original geometric series. In order to simplify 
things, we will proceed as though the second figure is the standard one, although Ficino in the 
interests of hermeneutic flexibility actually shifts back and forth between the two lambdas.36

2. Ratios and Consonance in the Lambda

					                6
				                    12	      18

				              24	                             54

			                    
48                                             162 

In the Compendium on the Timaeus, Ficino elaborates both a sensory-perceptual and a 
rational determination of harmony,37 treating both of these as figures to be employed in the 
metaphysical delineation of the soul’s substance, powers, and activities.38

The sensory-perceptual determination of harmony starts from the notion that some 
kind of balanced or tempered blending of sound is able to pass through the intervening 
air to the auditory organ of the ear. Thus, chapter 31 of the Compendium explores at some 
length the question of how a new “note-form” (vocalis forma) – the harmony in the sense 

qualities of the physical elements. This melodic and rhythmic analogy takes us beyond the basic composition of 
soul that is Ficino’s concern in chapters 28-37. 

35  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 35 [= Opera Omnia 36] 1461b-1462a.
36	  Ficino does not specify that the even numbers should be placed on the left and the odd numbers on the 

right, for at Comp. in Tim. 33, Opera Omnia 1458c he simply speaks of putting the numbers “on one side…
on the other” (hinc…inde) and provides no diagram in the editio princeps. A disagreement seems to have arisen 
among his readers for, whereas Theo of Smyrna: Expositio Rerum Mathematicarum 95.13, ed. E. Hiller, Teu-
bner, Leipzig 1878 includes a diagram which places the even numbers on the left and the odd numbers on the 
right – and is followed in so doing by modern interpreters such as A.E.Taylor and F.M. Cornford – most of the 
sixteenth-century versions including the Opera Omnia of Ficino’s Compendium reverse this arrangement. The 
Opera Omnia version seems to be particularly confused, for it is forced to disregard Ficino’s explicit instruction 
regarding the arrangement of his new figure in chapter 34, Opera Omnia 1460b-c – although the figure ends up 
being drawn correctly --, and also to reverse itself in its chapter 36 [= ed. princ. 35], 1461b where the numbers are 
multiplied by 6.

37  This distinction will particularly emerge from the contrast implicit in the passages to be cited between the 
materiate and the formal aspects of the physical phenomenon of sound. The debate between the respective priori-
ties of reason and sense in musical theory had begun in antiquity with the followers of Pythagoras and those of 
Aristoxenos respectively and it is obviously a specific manifestation of the more general epistemological controver-
sy between Platonists and Aristotelians. For the revival of this debate in Renaissance musical theory see M. Fend, 
“The Changing Functions of Senso and Ragione in Italian Music of the Late Sixteenth Century”, in C. Burnett 
- M. Fend - P. Gouk (eds.), The Second Sense: Studies in Hearing and Musical Judgment from Antiquity to the Sev-
enteenth Century, Warburg Institute, London 1991, pp. 199-221 and C.V. Palisca, Music and Ideas in the Sixteenth 
and Seventeenth Centuries, University of Illinois Press, Urbana 2006, pp. 29-47. 

38  Ficino provides an account of what he took to be the ancient Greek musical system in chapter 30.
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of a “consonant sound” (consonantia) – can arise from the “mixture of high and low tones 
reaching the ear uniformly and sweetly” (soni gravis et acuti mixtura uniformiter ad aures 
suaviterque accedens) that represents one traditional definition of harmony.39 Ficino here 
explains first, that “note-matters” (vocales materiae) more readily blend with one another 
because of their subtlety, their continuous motion, and their uniformity within the element 
of air;40 and second, that “the natural inner instrument of the voice” (instrumentum vocis 
naturale intrinsecum) more easily tempers the art of music because it is most obedient to 
the powers of life, spirit, and reason.41 He cites two pieces of evidence for these conclusions. 
On the one hand, there is the fact of sympathetic vibration: i.e. where from the plucked 
string of a lyre “a vibration immediately passes to a string equally tensioned” (statim in 
chordam aeque tensam transit vibratio) – here, he points out that just as the four elements 
can combine into the quintessence by being subordinate to a special power issuing forth 
from heaven by secret means, so do numerous voices properly blend to produce a wonderful 
resonance. On the other hand, there is the fact of sensory pleasure: i.e. where full delight 
arises from “a single form that is likewise produced harmoniously from many” (ex una 
similiter forma quae congrue conficiatur ex multis).42 Further corroboration is provided by 
an analogy between hearing and taste, for sense experiences a mixture of tones as it does a 
mixture of flavours as a uniform multiplicity – hence the words of the prophet: “O Lord, 
thy words are sweeter than honey to my mouth”.43

The rational determination of harmony starts from a definition of “consonance” 
(consonantia) as that in which each division must necessarily be restored to the whole and 
every multiplication necessarily restored to the one. Here, Ficino explains first, how among 
“ratios” (proportiones) there is a hierarchy consisting of the so-called “multiple” (multiplex), 
“superparticular” (superparticularis), and “superpartient” (superpartiens) types. A multiple 
ratio is one that does not divide a smaller number by means of a larger number but gathers and 
multiplies the whole. An example of such a ratio is the “double” ratio of 2:1. It is considered 
most suitable for harmony as defined above and yields auditory consonance because – in 
contrast to the superparticular ratio – <1> it does not divide but restores by multiplying; 

39  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 31, Opera Omnia 1455c-1456a.
40  Ficino here introduces a twofold comparison between musicians and doctors to the benefit of the former. 

Thus, the mixing of notes by musicians and their use of the internal voice is compared with the mixing of juices by 
doctors and their use of external instruments.

41  In chapter 31, the physics of sound is further explored in interesting ways. Among other ideas, Ficino reports 
the physicians’ view that sound reaches the ears in being expanded by many circles into a spherical shape – just 
as a stone thrown into a pond produces expanding circles in the water – and that the sound strikes the ears as an 
octave consonance derived from the ratio of 2:1 when the circle is compressed into an ovoid shape. Unfortunately, 
Ficino does not go on to indicate the kinds of curved shapes that would be associated with sounds derived from 
the superparticular and the other types of ratio. On sound and circularity see Prins, Echoes of an Invisible World 
(above, n. 33), pp. 165-70, especially at pp. 169-70 and nn. 123-4 – this author is justified in drawing attention to the 
analogies that there seem to be here between Ficino’s theories of sound and vision.

42  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 31, 1456a-b. On the importance of sympathetic vibration in Ficino’s musical-cosmo-
logical theory see Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic (above, n. 33), pp. 14-16 and Prins, Echoes of an Invisible 
World (above, n. 33), pp. 77 and 99. On the relevant terminological distinctions see S. Toussaint, “Plotin, Ficin, et 
la sympathie: hoson to sumpathes (Enn. IV.4 [28] 41)”, Accademia 17, pp. 123-31.

43  Ficino adds that the delight only results from the single form arising from a multiplicity where there is a bal-
ance of equality and inequality. Thus, hearing a unison for too long produces a state of tedium for the ear. 
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<2> it seeks no measure from outside, for the smaller portion measures the larger; <3> it 
does not fall away from <a> wholeness or <b> simplicity. A superparticular ratio is one that 
divides a larger number by means of a smaller number, and then adds the divided part to 
the whole, the divided part being called the aliquot part, for when it is multiplied so many 
times, the whole reappears. Examples of such ratios are the “sesquialteral” ratio of 3:2 – 
where three, containing two, adds unity and when unity is repeated once it makes two – and 
the “sesquitertial” ratio of 4:3 – where four, containing three, adds unity, and when unity is 
repeated twice it makes three. Because it divides the whole into a part which is capable of 
restoring the whole – for example, the difference between two and three is unity, and unity 
can actually measure both two and three, for when it is taken twice, it measures two, and 
when taken thrice it measures three – the superparticular ratio is considered suitable for 
harmony as defined above and to produce auditory consonance. It does fall away from <a> 
wholeness, for it divides, although it preserves <b> simplicity, for it divides by means of a 
simple part. A superpartient ratio is one that adds to the whole a part which, being multiplied 
any number of times, cannot recreate the whole. An example is the ratio of 5:3 – where to 
three five adds two which, if taken once, does not reach three, and if taken twice, exceeds 
three. Because it divides the whole into a part which is incapable of restoring the whole – the 
difference between five and three is two, and two cannot possibly measure either three or 
five, no matter how many times it is taken – the superpartient ratio is considered unsuitable 
for harmony as defined above and to produce auditory dissonance. This ratio falls away not 
only from <a> wholeness but also from <b> simplicity, when it combines many parts into 
something incapable of restoring the whole.44 

Ficino explains second, the hierarchy among the multiple ratios themselves. The “double” 
(dupla) ratio of 2:1 <1> is not something exceeding another but something exceeded by 
itself, for two exceeds one by one, four exceeds two by two, and so forth; <2> it arises 
from the proportion of equality; <3> it arises between the first of the numbers: unity and 
two; <4> It arises free of other associations and independent of other operations (such as 
those involving the sesquialteral and sesquitertial as noted below). From the double arises 
the “triple” (tripla) ratio of 3:1 and the sesquialteral, for the triple – arising from one and 
three – has an associated sesquialteral which arises simultaneously between two and three. 
From the triple arises the “quadruple” (quadrupla) ratio of 4:1 and the sesquitertial, for 
the quadruple – arising from one and four – has an associated sesquitertial which arises 
simultaneously between three and four. In conclusion, we can see that all other ratios derive 
from and are referred back to the double, as to their beginning and end, either dividing it – 
as do the sesquialteral and sesquitertial ratios – or multiplying it – as do the multiple ratios. 
The double ratio is whole, simple, independent, and equal. Moreover, the consonance arising 
from it is called diapason: a because it pervades all, and b because all ratios are derived from 
and reduced to it.45

44  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 30, Opera Omnia 1453c-1454b.
45	  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 30, Opera Omnia 1454b-c. Ficino obviously has some knowledge of contemporary 

musical practice and seems to be attempting to state the fundamental principles of music in a way that reflects 
both the strict Pythagoreanism of Plato’s text and the rules of fifteenth-century composition. This in its turn 
suggests that Ficino’s understanding of music is shifting from the purely melodic approach of antique theorists 
to the polyphonic thinking of Renaissance musicians. The important manual De Arte contrapuncti by Johannes 
Tinctoris was completed in 1477 and may have been known to Ficino in MS. There are two important indicators 
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The tension between the sensory-perceptive and rational determinations of harmony 
– i.e. the fact that certain note-forms and/or note-matters can strike the ear as obvious 
consonances while at the same time demanding to be treated as dissonances through the 
failure of their ratios to meet the standards of wholeness and simplicity – was known to 
Ficino through discussions in Ptolemy, Porphyry, Augustine, and others. However, in 
his case a subtle reconciliation between the positions is implied where the “intellectual 
power” (vis intellectualis) that perceives rational “consonance” and the “psychic power” 
(vis animalis) that perceives auditory consonance – like the two lines that make the 
figure of an X by intersecting at the mid-points – are treated as two phases of the soul’s 
“wonderful union” (mirifica unio) that can in a more general sense be turned upwards 
to the divine and downwards to the corporeal world.46 It is in this manner that we must 
understand the passage in which he explains how Plato deduced that the spheres of the 
world are arranged and moved by the same ratios as are the soul’s faculties so that, just 
as consonance flows into the voice from the musician’s mind, so does harmony flow into 
the world from the world-soul.47 We must similarly understand his explanation of the 
traditional attribution of both music and prophecy to Apollo as signifying that melody 
returns the human soul to itself in order to produce a kind of inner hearing where not only 
the sounds of auditory consonance but also the ratios of rational “consonance” underlying 
the sounds are perceived.48 

At this point we should recall Ficino’s views that Plato is in his account of the soul’s 
composition describing the harmonic quality and function of soul both in relation to 
itself or with respect to the powers of soul, and in relation to bodies or with respect to 
the spheres of the world; and also that Plato deduced the harmonic relations within the 

of Ficino’s compromise between the ancient and the modern stated at Comp. in Tim. 33, Opera Omnia 1459a: 
1) Whereas Pythagoreanism admits only the octave, fifth, and fourth as consonances, Ficino introduces the third 
and sixth in accordance with contemporary practice. Thus, the creator God “inserted the charm of the third note 
at the beginning of the diatessaron and also joined that of the sixth to the end of the diapente” (venustatem vero 
tum vocis tertiae principiis inseruit diatessaron tum vocis sextae finibus subtexuit diapente). The next sentence 
seems to refer to the resolution of the dissonances of the second and seventh into these two intervals; 2) Whereas 
Pythagoreanism includes the fourth among the primary consonances, Ficino follows contemporary practice 
in assigning to it a more ambivalent status whereby it is considered dissonant unless supported by a conso-
nance placed below it. Thus, he writes that among the numbers comprehended by the creator God in the soul’s 
substance is “the Mercurial nature of the fourth note which accommodates itself to consonances” (Mercurialis 
vocis quartae sese consonantiis accommodans). These two issues are discussed in slightly more detail in Ficino’s 
Epistula ad Dominicum Benivenium ‘De Rationibus musicae’, in Kristeller, Supplementum Ficinianum I (above, 
n. 22), pp. 51-2. On the importance of this letter see W.R. Bowen, “Ficino’s Analysis of Musical Harmonia”, in 
K. Eisenbichler - O. Zorzi Pugliese (eds.), Ficino and Renaissance Platonism, Dovehouse,Toronto 1986, pp. 17-
28; on the issues of late fifteenth-century counterpoint see Palisca, Music and Ideas in the Sixteenth and Sev-
enteenth Centuries (above, n. 37), pp. 16-23. However, the view of Prins, Echoes of an Invisible World (above, 
n. 33), pp. 64-7 that Ficino has implicitly adopted the scale of “just intonation” (= the syntonic diatonic scale of 
Ptolemy) – accepting the ratio of 5:4 for the third and 5:3 for the sixth instead of the Pythagorean 81:64 and 27:16 
respectively – goes somewhat beyond the textual evidence.

46  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 36 [= Opera Omnia 37], 1462b-c [n. p.]. The passage leads into a complex discussion of 
epistemology that cannot be considered here.

47  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 33, Opera Omnia 1458c.
48  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 31, Opera Omnia 1455c.
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soul itself from its harmonic relation to bodies.49 Therefore, what application does Plato 
make specifically of the theory of ratios and consonances to cosmology? In chapter 33, 
Ficino speaks of the creator God as comprehending all the “harmonic ratios” (rationes 
harmonicae) within the numbers of the soul’s substance in order to produce among the 
musical intervals a tone from the sesquioctaval ratio between nine and eight in agreement 
with50 the nine Muses, a fifth or diapente from the sesquialteral ratio between three and 
two in agreement with Venus, a fourth or diatessaron from the sesquitertial ratio between 
four and three in agreement with Mercury, an octave or diapason from the double ratio 
between two and one in agreement with Apollo, an octave and fifth or διαπασῶν καὶ 
διαπέντε51 from the triple ratio between three and one in agreement with Jupiter, and a 
double octave or disdiapason from the quadruple ratio between four and one in agreement 
with Apollo.52 A later passage seems to describe the reverse situation by arguing not from 
the ratios between the parts and powers of the soul to the heavenly spheres but from the 
ratios within the heavenly spheres to the parts and powers of the soul. Here,53 Plato’s view 
is reported that the distance from the earth to the sun was twice that from the earth to 
the moon, that the distance from the earth to Venus was three times that from the earth 
to the sun, that the distance from the earth to Mercury was four times that from the earth 
to Venus, that the distance from the earth to Mars was nine times that from the earth to 
Mercury, that the distance from the earth to Jupiter was eight times that from the earth to 
Mars, and that the distance from the earth to Saturn was twenty-seven times that from the 
earth to Jupiter.54 Ficino concludes this account by noting something that clearly applies 
to both passages: namely that, although other sets of measures could also be proposed, the 
ones here provided will perhaps clarify certain things said mysteriously in the tenth book 
of Plato’s Republic.55

49  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 33, Opera Omnia 1458b-c.
50	  This “agreement” is indicated in this passage by a variety of Latin terms including obtemperare and accommodare.
51  We can perhaps supply the appropriate Greek term missing in Ficino’s own statement.
52	  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 33, Opera Omnia 1459a. This passage should probably be read in conjunction with Epis-

tula de Rationibus musicae in Kristeller, Supplementum Ficinianum I (above, n. 22), pp. 54-6 where Ficino associates 
the different ratios with various astrological aspects and consonant and dissonant with favourable and unfavourable 
respectively. For instance, the fifth is associated with the constellation of Leo in trine aspect (120⁰) to that of Aries, the 
fourth with the constellation of Cancer in square aspect (90⁰) to that of Aries, and so forth. The theory of consonances 
is here elaborated on the lines discussed in n. 45 above. Another relevant passage is De Numero fatali 12, in Allen, 
Nuptial Arithmetic (below, n. 99), pp. 206-10 where Ficino associates the different ratios with the relative predomi-
nance of the celestial bodies influences over our bodies. Thus, the influence of Venus should be in the ratio of 3:2 to 
that of the sun and the influence of Jupiter in the ratio of 4:3 to that of Venus in order for us best to capture the favour 
of the heavens. The theory of consonances in this passage appears in its strictly Pythagorean form.

53  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 34bis [= Opera Omnia 35] 1461a.
54  The theory is complicated here. Clearly, earth is to be placed at the apex of the first lambda figure, the sun, 

Mercury, and Jupiter take the numbers from the geometric progression down the left side, the moon, Venus, Mars, 
and Saturn take their numbers from that down the right side, the ratios being entirely of the multiple variety and 
yielding octave consonances. Using a constant basic unit n in order to find the exact measurements, earth to moon 
will by 1n, earth to sun 2n, earth to Venus 6n, earth to Mercury 24n, earth to Mars 216n, earth to Jupiter 1,728n, and 
earth to Saturn 46,656n. It is interesting to note that Ficino here takes empirical astronomy seriously by defending 
the doctrine placing the sun next in sequence after the moon – against the views of Ptolemy – by citing the Arabic 
theorist “Geber”.

55  I.e. The myth of Er.
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3. The Metaphysical and Mathematical Means

In chapter 35 of the Compendium on the Timaeus,56 Ficino explains the role of something 
that he had earlier described using the Greek terminology of ἀναλογία (= “analogy”) 
and its Latin equivalent of proportionalitas (= “proportionality”) or rationis comparatio/
similitudo (= “comparison/similarity of proportion”).57 He subsequently notes how an initial 
mathematical figure introduced by Plato in order to explain the structure of soul should be 
expanded in order to produce a new figure exhibiting the musical scale.58 In the first figure 
using the base of 1, the numbers had been placed in accordance with a continuous geometric 
proportionality, whereas in the second figure using the base of 6, further numbers are inserted 
in accordance with the harmonic and arithmetic means between the original numbers.59 

After defining proportionality as the mutual comparison or similarity of two ratios in 
an earlier chapter,60 he had there continued by explaining that continuous proportionality 
is the similarity that arises where there are three terms – e.g. where four is related to eight 
through the double ratio in both cases –; that discrete proportionality is the similarity that 
occurs between more than three terms – e.g. where a comparison is made whereby, as two 
is to four, so eight is to sixteen –; and finally that there are in all three fundamental kinds of 

56  = 36 [Opera Omnia].
57  See Fic., Comp. in Tim. 30, Opera Omnia 1454c and n. 104 below.
58  The meaning of this passage will be explained in more detail in sections [4] and [5] of the present essay. 
59  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 35 [= Opera Omnia 36], 1461b.
60  Chapter 30.
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comparison: the arithmetic, the geometric, and the harmonic.61 All these comparisons are 
necessary for the construction of a musical scale, the geometric providing the octaves, the 
arithmetic and harmonic providing the pivotal notes of the two tetrachords. However, Ficino 
had in that same earlier chapter paid the greatest attention to the harmonic proportionality 
for, by excluding the superpartient ratios as separate and dissonant but admitting the 
multiple and superparticular ratios in making doubles out of the sesquialterals and the 
sesquitertials, this proportionality turns out to be the most congenial to the production of 
harmony as a whole.62

Having now noted the importance of the second lambda figure in the later chapter 35, Ficino 
adds that the meaning of this figure has not been sufficiently explained by Plato’s followers. 
He therefore suggests that the insertion of the harmonic and arithmetic means between the 
extremes provided by the original geometric proportionality is intended to make us “surmise”63 
that within the soul the “genera and elements of things” (genera rerum elementaque) – that is, 
the fivefold of being, sameness, otherness, rest, and motion and the twofold of limit and infinity64 
which relate to one another as opposites – in fact exhibit a reciprocal sharing of qualities.65 For 
instance, “limit” (terminus) can be seen as communicating with “infinity” (infinitudo) by 
imparting an infinite aspect of limit to it, and infinity can be seen as communicating with limit 
by imparting to it a limited aspect of infinity, while it is also possible to find a limited aspect of 
infinity within limit itself and an infinite aspect of limit within infinity itself.66

Now, although it clearly lays the foundations of a possible metaphysical interpretation of 
the full theory of proportionalities and means by arguing along these lines, the Compendium in 
Timaeum in practice concentrates on a simpler doctrine according to which the establishment 
of the fact that the soul is a mean is deemed to be sufficient without specifying what kind of 
mean the soul is or how it functions as mean. That the soul is a mean can easily be shown 
by the bifurcation of the lambda-figure into divisible substance on the left and indivisible 
substance on the right, there being no further need to introduce the arithmetic and harmonic 
means into the structure formed by the original geometric progressions of 1, 2, 4, 6 and 1, 3, 
9, 27 in order to prove the point. 

In fact, Ficino can set out a basic argument establishing that the soul is a “mean” (medium) 
in chapter 28 where the approach is primarily of a numerological nature and the conclusion 
is implicit rather than explicit. The first stage of this argument establishes that the number 5 
is a mean. Ficino argues that the number 5 is the perfect mean of the number 10, for if you 
divide 10 into 9 and 1, if you divide 10 into 8 and 2, if you divide 10 into 7 and 3, and if you 
divide 10 into 6 and 4, in all these cases you will have 5 as the mean. The second stage of this 
argument establishes that the number 5 is similar to the soul. This is shown by the fact that, 
just as 5 consists of the first even number – i.e. 2 – and the first odd number – i.e. 3 –, so does 
soul consist of the divisible nature – also exemplified by 2 – and the indivisible nature – also 
exemplified by 3. It is also shown by the fact that the genera that compose all things are 

61  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 30, Opera Omnia 1454c-1455a.
62  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 30, Opera Omnia 1455a.
63  Subintelligere – suggesting the understanding of something profound.
64  The identification of the genera and elements becomes clear from the context.
65  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 35 [= Opera Omnia 36], 1461c-1462a [n. p.]. 
66  Ficino does not here exemplify the similar reciprocal sharing that occurs with the opposite genera of same-

ness and otherness and of rest and motion. However, this can be assumed.
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present in a special way – i.e. in a state of equilibrium – within soul and that these genera are 
five in number: namely, being, sameness, otherness, rest, and motion.67 Now, if the number 
5 is a mean and the number 5 is similar to soul – as Ficino here argues explicitly – then the 
implied conclusion on numerological grounds is that the soul is a mean. 

A more explicit argument establishing that the soul is a mean – now introducing the 
lambda figure – occurs in the next chapter68 where three questions are raised and answered. 
The first question is why Plato compares the soul to a compound thing, to which Ficino 
replies that it has a natural inclination towards compound things. The second question is 
why the soul is compared by Plato to a thing compounded through “a certain harmony” 
(concordia quaedam), to which the reply is that the soul is the mean of all things and therefore 
binds them together harmoniously. The third question is why Plato compares the soul to a 
“musical consonance” (consonantia musica), to which Ficino replies that musical consonance 
is produced in the mediate element of air. It should be noted that the answer to the second 
question is framed more in terms of the rational determination of consonance and that to 
the third more in terms of the sensory-perceptual determination,69 although both answers 
emphasize the same fundamental relation between harmony and mean. 

We can see an expansion of Ficino’s answer to the second question in the argument 
of chapter 28 where we read that soul can be considered as a “harmony” (concordia, 
harmonia)70 of its own parts – as opposed to a harmony of the body’s parts – because God 
has been said by Plato to have established it as a mean both when he composed it from 
the indivisible and invariable substance and from the substance divisible around bodies, 
and also when he made the world as living with respect to its natural body, animated with 
respect to its soul, and intellectual with respect to its ruling angel.71 On the basis of these 
two statements, the soul’s mediate status between the indivisibility of angelic intellect 
and the divisibility of living body as an animated substance that is both indivisible and 
divisible can be determined. Later in the same chapter, Ficino explains that the soul is a 
harmony of its own parts because of the manner in which it contains the natures of unity, 
limit, infinity, being, sameness, otherness, rest, and motion. Whereas in the higher world 
unity predominates over multiplicity, limit over infinity, sameness over otherness, and rest 
over motion while in the lower world the reverse is the case, soul exhibits such a uniform 
tempering of these things that it can be considered to be not only the mean of all things but 
tempered by the principles of music.72

We can see an expansion of Ficino’s answer to the third question in the argument of 
the next chapter where we read that “harmony” (concentus)73 through its own animate and 
corporeal nature moves the composite of soul and body simultaneously on a number of 
levels. By setting the air into a spherical motion it affects sense, and by the transmission of 
meaning through verbal utterance it affects the mind, at the same time striking the airy spirit 
that connects body to soul as such. Ficino adds that through the movement of the subtle air 

67  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 28, Opera Omnia 1451b.
68  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 29, Opera Omnia 1453a.
69  For this distinction see above in section 2.
70  I.e. harmony primarily in its rational determination.
71  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 28, Opera Omnia 1451c-1452a. 
72  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 28, Opera Omnia 1452b-c.
73  I.e. harmony primarily in its sensory-perceptual determination.
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harmony penetrates the listener, through its tempering power it soothes him, and through its 
tempering quality it suffuses him with wonderful pleasure.74

Now, we suggested earlier that the Compendium in practice concentrates on a simpler 
doctrine according to which establishment of the fact that the soul is a mean is deemed to 
be sufficient without specifying what kind of mean it is or how it functions as mean. But do 
we find Ficino anywhere laying the foundations of a possible metaphysical interpretation of 
the full theory of proportionalities and means? That is to say, is there any application of the 
idea that the insertion of the harmonic and arithmetic means between the extremes provided 
by the original geometric proportionality reveals a more precise metaphysical determination 
of the soul’s mediation through the reciprocal sharing of qualities?75 In particular, is there 
anything on the metaphysical level that might actually correspond to the mathematical 
distinction between the different types of mean? 

Something of this kind can be found, if not in the Compendium, at least in the first four 
books of the Platonic Theology. Indeed, Ficino begins this great philosophical-theological 
summa by attempting to “prove” (demonstrare) the existence of a fivefold hierarchy of 
metaphysical principles that comprises – counting from bottom to top – 1. “corporeal bulk” 
(corporis moles), 2. “quality” (qualitas), 3. “soul” (anima), 4. “angel” (angelus), and 5. “God” 
(deus).76 Among the enormous variety of arguments mustered in scholastic fashion to prove 
this thesis, extensive use is made of the premiss that all things proceed “from extreme to 
extreme through means” (ab extremo ad extremum…per media):77 for example, between 
angel as immobile and quality as mobile there must exist something that is in different ways 
both immobile and mobile. The latter will be soul which holds the middle position among 
the five levels and appears as “the bond of the whole of nature” (vinculum naturae totius).78

In the same context,79 Ficino notes that after he has proven the existence of the five levels 
– a task to be completed in book I – he will then “compare” (comparare) them – a project 
reserved for book III – and it is at this point that we see how the metaphysical structure 
parallels not only the general mathematical notion of proportionality in its references to 
extremes and means and to the method of comparison80 but also the specifically musical 
notion of inserting harmonic and arithmetic means into a geometric proportionality in order 
to produce a scale.

Among the main conclusions of this comparison of the five levels of the metaphysical 
hierarchy in book III, Ficino explains that whereas angel is immobile and quality mobile, soul 
is immobile in terms of its substance but mobile in terms of its activity; that whereas God is 
purely one and body purely many, angel is one-many, soul one and many, and quality many 
and one; and that whereas angel is actual and quality potential, soul is actual to the extent that 
it is separable from body but potential to the extent that it has mobility. That soul is therefore 
a single mean with respect to three series of properties gives us a first metaphysical reading 
of the inserted proportionalities. However, Ficino also gives us hints of a second reading 

74  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 29, Opera Omnia 1453b.
75  Cf. p. 231 and n. 66 above.
76  Fic., Theol. Plat. I.1.2-3 Allen-Hankins.
77  Fic., Theol. Plat. I.4.3 Allen-Hankins.
78  Fic., Theol. Plat. I.1.3 Allen-Hankins. 
79  Fic., Theol. Plat. I.1.3 Allen-Hankins.
80  See p. 231 for the definition of proportionality as comparison of ratios.
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whereby angel, soul, and quality represent three distinct means arranged in a sequence. Thus, 
angel – the principle immediately above soul – is placed in terms of its own properties of 
immobility and multiplicity between the immobile unity of God and the mobile multiplicity 
of soul, whereas quality – the principle immediately below soul – is placed in terms of its own 
properties of agency and passivity between the pure agency of incorporeal things and the 
pure passivity of the corporeal bulk.81

But why do we not find in the Compendium itself any similar application of the idea 
that the insertion of the harmonic and arithmetic means between the extremes provided by 
the original geometric proportionality reveals a more precise metaphysical determination of 
the soul’s mediation through the reciprocal sharing of qualities? Probably because Ficino 
is through this omission telling us that such a metaphysical interpretation of the inserted 
means is not a doctrine that can plausibly be assigned to any predecessor in the tradition 
of Timaeus exegesis or be construed as the revelation of a mystery in Plato himself, but is 
rather something of the Florentine’s own invention as a modern platonicus. On the other 
hand, the doctrine of the mediate soul in Platonic Theology I-IV is not constrained by such 
exegetical limits and can be freely elaborated in accordance with more general principles of 
metaphysical mediation set out at length in Proclus’ Elements of Theology82 and justified by 
similar albeit simpler formulations in Augustine.

4. Ficino’s Reinvention of the Lambda

Sesquioctava
9/8

Essentia

1	 Infinitudo                                        Dupla                                               Terminus	 2

2	 Alteritas                                       sesquialtera                                          Identitas	 3

3	 Motus                                          sesquitertia                                           Status	 4

After the Timaeus commentary, ch. XXXIV, Opera omnia, p. 1460

Chapter 34 of the Compendium can be divided into two sections of which the first is a 
kind of summary of the significance of the seven numbers placed on the first lambda-figure 
while the second is an outline of a new interpretation of the ratios between the seven numbers 
by the commentator himself.83 In the summary, Ficino explains that ‘one’ signifies the unity 

81  Fic., Theol. Plat. III.1.1-16 Allen-Hankins.
82	  That this work was extensively studied by Ficino in his youth is shown by the survival of numerous MS glosses.
83	  An important earlier discussion of this new figure is T. Albertini, “Intellect and Will in Marsilio Ficino: Two 
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of the soul that is its “image of the divine unity” (divinae unitatis imago) and something that 
remains in the soul, that ‘two’ signifies how the soul proceeds into its own proper nature 
which is lower than the unity and somehow also multiple; and that ‘three’ signifies how the 
soul reverts to the unity that is both its own and divine. With ‘four’ we have a representation 
of the soul’s “progression” (progressio) away from itself and towards the distribution of 
matter into the four levels of the elements; with ‘seven’ a representation of the soul’s power 
to rule the elements through the sevcn planetary spheres; with ‘eight’ a representation of the 
soul’s power to govern the planets through the eighth sphere; and with ‘nine’ a representation 
of the soul’s power to reconcile the eight spheres into a single form. Finally, ‘twenty-seven’ 
signifies the plenitude that holds everything in everything.84

Having added that the lambda-figure contains even numbers on one side signifying the 
soul’s divisible nature and odd numbers on the other signifying its indivisible nature,85 and 
also numbers descending from linearity to solidity that signify the soul’s pervasion of solid 
bodies,86 Ficino begins to present his own analysis of what the doubles, triples, and other 
ratios between the numbers used by God to construct the soul really mean but which has so 
far been “unknown to the followers of Plato” (apud Platonicos adhuc… ignotum).

Ficino’s new construction87 of the lambda-figure may be broken down into the following 
stages of a kind of thought-experiment:88

First, the reader is invited to insert the two “elements” of limit and infinity and the five 
“genera” of being, sameness, otherness, rest, and motion into the figure. Being is to be placed at 
the summit, with infinity, otherness, and motion placed in descending order on the even-number 
– i.e. the left – side, and with limit, sameness, rest placed in descending order on the odd-number 
– i.e. the right – side. Ficino adds a brief allusion to the notion that a proportionate interrelation 
of the soul’s powers participates in a similar interrelation among the elements and genera.89

Second, we are invited to insert the various ratios yielding consonances into the lambda-
figure, the words “exceed” and “accompany” being used to denote vertical and horizontal 

Correlatives of a Renaissance Concept of the Mind”, in M.J.B. Allen - V. Rees (eds.), Marsilio Ficino: His Theology, 
His Philosophy, His Legacy, Brill, Leiden 2002, pp. 203-25. In the context of a traditional conflict between “intellec-
tualist” and “voluntarist” approaches among medieval authors, Albertini argues convincingly for a chronological de-
velopment in Ficino’s writings from privileging intellect over will to privileging will over intellect to placing intellect 
and will in equilibrium. The treatment in the Compendium using the lambda figure would fit into Ficino’s final phase. 
The more recent discussion in Prins, Echoes of an Invisible World (above, n. 33), pp. 154-64 raises an important further 
question regarding the relative status of imagination and reason in the new lambda figure at Ibid., p.163. 

84  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 34, Opera Omnia 1460a. The number 27 signifies omnipresence because it contains all 
the previous numbers in the series with the exception of the seven (1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 8 + 9 = 27).

85  I.e. on the left and right of the figure respectively. See n. 36 above.
86  I.e. 3 is a linear number, 9 (3 x 3) a plane number, and 27 (3 x 3 x 3) a solid number.
87  Ficino uses the word vaticinari (= “prophesy, reveal, celebrate” – combining the roles of seer and poet) – in 

order to characterize his own exposition of this new figure.
88  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 34, Opera Omnia 1460b-c.
89  The Latin reads: “Here, indeed we will likewise have seven terms in which the soul can perhaps be imagined 

as participating with respect to itself according to a proportional arrangement that is the same as that in which the 
aforesaid limits of the numbers were initially related to one another – this, so that the soul may participate with the 
same proportionality as do the five genera of things and the two elements of the genera: that is, limit and infinity” 
(“hic quidem septem similiter habebimus limites quorum anima sub eadem ad se invicem ratione forsitan particeps 
fingi potest sub qua ab initio descripti limites numerorum invicem se respiciunt, ut anima eiusmodi proportione 
tam quinque rerum genera quam duo generum elementa: id est, terminum infinitudinemque, participet”). 
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placing in the figure respectively. The sesquioctave ratio of 9:8 is placed at the summit and 
assigned to being on the grounds that “the form of the communal whole at least exceeds 
the respective qualities of the parts by one degree as though by a tone” (forma enim totius 
communis uno saltem excedit gradu90 quasi tono proprias partium qualitates). Reading from left 
to right with the higher number on the right, the double ratio of 1:2 is assigned to the relation 
between infinity – also called “formable suitability” (formabilis aptitudo) and “potency” 
(potentia) – and limit – also called “form” (forma) and “act” (actus); the sesquialteral ratio of 
2:3 is assigned to the relation between otherness and sameness; and the sesquitertial ratio of 
3:4 is assigned to the relation between motion and rest. Ficino adds that there simultaneously 
appears a triple ratio of 1:3 between infinity and motion, and a quadruple ratio of 1:4 between 
infinity and rest.91 

Third, the reader is invited to insert the powers of the soul into the figure, the place of 
insertion being indicated by the word “compare”. Here, the soul’s “unity” (unitas) is assigned 
to the position of being at the summit, while its “will” (voluntas), “imagination” (imaginatio), 
and “generative power” (vis generandi) are assigned to the positions of infinity, otherness, 
and motion in descending order on the left side, and its “intelligence” (intelligentia), “reason” 
(ratio), and “connective power” (vis connectendi) are assigned to the positions of limit, 
sameness, and rest in descending order on the right. Ficino adds that the last two powers can 
be joined together under the name of “nature” (natura) or “vegetative power” (vegetatio). 

Fourth, we are invited once more to insert the various ratios yielding consonances into 
the lambda-figure. The sentence: “Let us conceive that between these powers there are 
ratios similar to those mentioned above” (similesque superiorum inter has vires proportiones 
excogitemus) indicates that on this occasion we will associate the ratios not with the elements 
and the genera as before but with the powers of the soul. Thus, reading from left to right with 
the higher number on the right, the double ratio of 1:2 is assigned to the relation between will 
and intelligence; the sesquialteral ratio of 2:3 to that between imagination and reason; and 
the sesquitertial ratio of 3:4 to that between generative power and connective power.92 Ficino 
also includes a brief allusion to the “harmonic proportion of participation” (harmonica 
participandi proportio93) of the soul according to the five genera and the two elements.94

Ficino’s re-invention of the lambda-figure arguably represents the high point of his 
interpretation of the soul’s construction according to the Timaeus. It is a pity that he did not 
add some further chapters in order to pursue this line of thought in more detail, given that 
its potential epistemological implications are considerable. In particular, the questions of the 
interrelation and interaction of the soul’s powers that are worked out especially in Ficino’s 
commentary on Plotinus are now elevated to a higher level of precision. The present crucial 
chapter of the Compendium shows us that there is a blending of the powers grouped into pairs 

90  Opera Omnia: gradus.
91  With the larger number placed on the right Ficino is, strictly speaking, dealing here with sub-multiple, sub-

sesquialteral, and sub-sesquitertial ratios. 
92  The text seems to be corrupt at this point. Among other things, it substitutes “wrathful element” apparently 

for imagination and uses “reason” in two different senses. Fortunately, the systematic structure of the construction 
of the figure so far allows us to make the allocations of terms with some confidence.

93  Opera Omnia: portio
94  For “participation” see n. 89 above.
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and a further blending of the paired groupings with one another,95 and also that this blending 
is proportionate according to the ratios yielding the primary Pythagorean consonances. 
Now, Ficino does not state explicitly that there will be intermediate degrees of blending 
between the powers. However, such a conclusion follows logically from the scheme that he 
has set up and from the structure of the musical scales derived from the consonances. Thus, 
there would be seven degrees of blending between will and intelligence where the ratio of 1:2 
contains the intervals of tone, semitone,96 tone, tone, tone, semitone, tone; four degrees of 
blending between imagination and reason where the ratio of 2:3 contains the intervals of tone, 
semitone, tone, tone; and three degrees of blending between generative power and connective 
power where the ratio of 3:4 contains the intervals of tone, semitone, tone.97 Again, Ficino 
does not explicitly state that the degree of the soul’s elevation possible through the blending 
of powers will vary. However, such a conclusion follows logically from the scheme that he has 
set up and from the mathematical properties of the ratios underlying the consonances98 Thus, 
the ratio of 1:2 between will and intelligence has the greatest power of elevation because – as a 
multiple type of ratio – it does not divide but restores by multiplying and does not fall away 
from wholeness or simplicity, whereas the ratio of 2:3 between imagination and reason and 
the ratio of 3:4 between the generative and connective powers have a more moderate power 
of elevation because – as superparticular types of ratio – they do fall away from wholeness by 
dividing although they preserve simplicity by dividing through a simple part.99

There is one noticeable ambiguity in Ficino’s novel construction of the lambda-figure 
which has already gained the attention of scholars. This is that according to the numbers 
assigned to the powers together with the metaphysical assumption that smaller number 
= greater power,100 will should have the priority over intellect and imagination should 
have the priority over reason, and so on.101 However, according to the powers’ placing on 
either side of the lambda together with the metaphysical assumption that limit on the right 
has priority over infinity on the left, then intellect must have the priority over will and 
reason must have the priority over imagination. There seem to be two possible conclusions: 
namely, that either Ficino has not noticed or cannot correct the inconsistency between 
these two positions, or else is aware of the ambiguity and is deliberately exploiting it. A 
clear decision seems impossible concerning a mathematical figura that is avowedly of a 

95  This second point would be indicated by Ficino’s reference to the multiple ratios – appearing diagonally on 
the figure – between infinity and motion and infinity and rest.

96  The semitone is called “lemma” by Plato and Ficino.
97  This analysis is based hypothetically on a diatonic scale ascending from the note d.
98  This has been explained in chapter 30. See our discussion on pp. 227-8.
99  Presumably, as the soul sins the relations between its powers turn from ratios that yield consonances to those 

that do not. This raises the question of the dynamic relation between the ratios of the soul’s powers – i.e. changes 
in the ratios that may occur as the soul moves through time –, given that the account provided by the Compendium 
concerns an essentially static situation. In chapter 12 of De Fatali Numero, ed. M.J.B. Allen, Nuptial Arithmetic: 
Marsilio Ficino’s Commentary on the Fatal Number in Book VIII of Plato’s ‘Republic’, University of California 
Press, Berkeley 1994, p. 206 Ficino speaks of two stages in our ethical life where the relations between our intel-
lectual, rational, irascible, and concupiscent powers exhibit one set of ratios – called the golden age – and where the 
relations between those same powers are arranged according to a different set – called the silver age. 

100  In Neoplatonism the first principle = unity.
101  Also, the pair will-intellect will have priority over the pair imagination-reason.
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“prophetic” character,102 although the second conclusion fits more with Ficino’s expertise 
in the Neoplatonic modes of thought.103 

5. From Psychic Harmony to Cosmic Analogy

We will conclude the present study by considering briefly something that seems like an 
extension of the original doctrine of psychic harmony into the broader domain of cosmology 
in such a way that it becomes a prominent motif not only in the Compendium in Timaeum 
but almost everywhere in Ficino’s writing. Having completed his statement of the different 
types of ratio in chapter 30 of the Compendium, he writes – in a passage to which allusion has 
already been made in the present essay – as follows:104 

However, before I take harmonies any further, we should be advised that what the Greeks 
call logos we call ratio and proportion, and what they call analogia we call comparison or 
similarity of ratio and also proportionality: a term that I wish were as elegant as it is proper.105

Now, if harmony includes proportionality, and if proportionality corresponds 
to “analogy,” there will be a virtual equivalence of harmony and analogy in Ficino’s 
thought. Again, if both harmony and analogy can be used to signify both mathematical 
and metaphysical relations, the metaphysical foundations of Ficino’s system will be 
substantially reinforced. Nothing brings out these tendencies more readily than the 
sequence of ideas running through chapters 28-39 of the Compendium which takes us 
through all the intricacies of the Timaeus’ harmonic psychology only to end by shifting 
without forewarning to a harmonic cosmology.106 Thus, chapter 39107 carries the heading: 
“How great a harmony there is within the world’s animate being, between the soul and 
the heaven and the elements, and in relation to the higher worlds and the orders of gods” 
(Quanta sit in animali mundano concordia inter animam et caelum atque elementa et ad 
mundos superiores ordinesque deorum),108 the argument of the chapter making it clear that 
there are no less than three metaphysical harmonies involved here – between the soul and 

102  See note 10 above.
103  A further enigma is presented by the final remark of this chapter: At si aequales in anima proportiones rerum 

alibi diximus, non arithmeticam paritatem sed aequalitatem harmonicam intelligi volebamus. The translation could 
be either 1. “If we have said elsewhere that there are equal ratios of things in the soul, we intended not arithmetical 
but harmonic equality to be understood”; or 2. “If we have said elsewhere that the ratios of things in the soul are 
equal, we intended not arithmetical but harmonic equality to be understood.” In the first case, he is referring to the 
additional presence of ratios such as 1:1 and 2:2 in the soul, and in the second case to the fact that 1:2 = 2:3 in the 
soul. Either way, Ficino is telling us to think of all these numbers as having no arithmetical – i.e. additive, subtrac-
tive, multiplicative – status within the soul’s figure but only a “harmonic” one.

104  See above in section [3].
105  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 30, Opera Omnia 1454c “Verum antequam consonantias prosequar, admonendi su-

mus quem Graeci logon nominant, nos rationem proportionemque nominare, et quam illi analogiam [astrologiam: 
Opera Omnia] nos rationis comparationem sive similitudinem rationis et proportionalitatem rursus, appellatione 
utinam [vera: Opera Omnia] tam eleganti quam propria”). 

106  Ficino makes extensive use of various analogies between music and medicine in the Compendium – see espe-
cially in chapter 31, Opera Omnia 1455b-1456a – as he had done in other works from De Amore onwards. These 
two disciplines were practised by Ficino himself and had both been traditionally associated with the god Apollo.

107  = 40 [Opera Omnia].
108  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 39, Opera Omnia 1465a [1464a].
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the heaven, between the elements and the heaven, and between the world’s animate being 
and the higher worlds – and also that there is an analogy between these three. In this same 
chapter, another conceptual shift – this time, with more obvious heuristic implications – 
becomes apparent. Whereas in the discussions of harmony per se that have consumed our 
attention up to this point the figurative context has been largely maintained, the treatment 
of harmony and analogy as virtual equivalents and as representing both mathematical and 
metaphysical relations leads us away from the application of the figure of harmony to 
metaphysical reality towards an understanding of the harmony of metaphysical reality 
justifying the application of the figure. 

The first metaphysical harmony: that between the soul and the heaven, resides in the fact 
that, just as there are four components of the world-soul, there are similarly four components 
in the heaven, and that the former four constitute the causes of the latter.109 Thus, from the life 
of the soul comes the warmth of the heavens, from the soul’s mobility the heaven’s moisture, 
from the intelligence of the soul the light of the heaven, and from the soul’s intellectual 
reason the heaven’s circular motion. Ficino’s accounts of the second and third metaphysical 
harmonies: bring out more clearly the equivalence between harmony and analogy. Regarding 
the second harmony: that between the elements and the heaven, we are now informed that 
the heaven has received from110 and conversely imparted to the elements certain properties of 
warmth, moisture, light, and circular motion. In other words, the reciprocal sharing of qualities 
identified earlier as signified by the insertion of the harmonic and arithmetic means between 
the extremes of the original geometric proportionality in the figural depiction of the soul is 
now displayed in the metaphysical harmony between the elements and the heaven. Ficino 
can therefore rightly conclude that the world’s animate being is “self-consistent throughout 
all its limbs and joints” (per omnes artus articulosque secum ipso consentit) – i.e. reflecting the 
articulations and jointure of the numbers arranged in the expanded lambda-figure – since “it 
is divinely tempered by a certain marvellous harmony” (harmonia quadam mirifica divinitus 
temperatum). Regarding the third metaphysical harmony: that between the world’s animate 
being and the higher worlds and the orders of gods, a similar situation obtains in that the 
intelligible and intellectual worlds have received from111 and conversely imparted to the 
world’s animate being certain powers associated with Jupiter, Saturn, and the other planets. 
Once again, the reciprocal sharing of qualities signified by the insertion of the harmonic 
and arithmetic means between the extremes of the original geometric proportionality in the 
figural depiction of the soul is displayed in the metaphysical harmony between the physical 
and the higher worlds. Having established these points, Ficino summarizes what results from 
this wondrous harmony: namely, that the movement of each part belongs to the whole, that 
the gifts of the higher pour down on the lower realm, and that the prayers of the lower rise 
up to the higher divinities.

The type of harmonious metaphysical analogy whose rationale we have been exploring 
is applied in numerous different ways by the Florentine commentator of the Timaeus, and 

109  Another, albeit for Ficino less important, harmony is between the body and the heavens. Thus, the head cor-
responds to the firmament, the heart to the sun, the liver to the moon, and the humours to the four elements. See 
chapter 37 [= Opera Omnia 38] for a statement of this traditional doctrine.

110  I.e. in possessing certain “properties” of a more archetypal kind.
111  See the previous note.
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of particular note are perhaps the frequently stated analogies between astral bodies and the 
psychic and higher worlds a few of which may be noted briefly. 

In chapter 37,112 Ficino elaborates an analogy between the astral components of the world’s 
animate being and the hierarchy of the higher substances or hypostases by arguing that the 
sun can be compared to the One or Good in terms of its simple form, the firmament filled 
with stars to the divine mind filled with Ideas in terms of uniformity and multiformity, the 
planetary spheres to the moving power of the soul in terms of their manifold wanderings, 
and the four elements to the soul’s generative power in terms of their own generated status.113 
Later in the same chapter, the commentator identifies a similar analogy in the thought 
of certain unnamed followers of Plato. According to them, the mind is signified by the 
firmament, arcane reasoning by Saturn, general reasoning by Mercury, practical reasoning 
by Jupiter, sensation and the wrath supporting reason by the sun, the wrath supporting the 
senses by Mars, the ardent desire for propagation of the species by Venus, and the ardent 
longing for preservation of the individual by the moon. This line of thought is continued 
in the next chapter where Ficino develops an analogy between the right movement of the 
firmament from east to west and the soul’s contemplation of its divine object and between 
the left movement of the wandering planets from west to east and the soul’s turning aside as 
an object of contemplation for the subsequent.114 Finally, Ficino argues that the distinction 
between the heavenly bodies’ motions together with their spheres and their independent 
motions is analogous to the distinction between the celestial souls’ motions together with 
the soul of their sphere and the motions appointed by the world-soul.115 It is important to 
remember that in the case of all these analogies between astral bodies and the psychic and 
higher worlds, the heuristic relations between the analogized and analogizing terms are also 
and indeed primarily metaphysical connections between causal principles and their effects. 

112  = 38 [Opera Omnia].
113  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 37, 1463b [1462b]
114  Fic., Comp. in Tim. 38 [= 39 incorrectly numbered as 37 Opera Omnia], 1464b [n. p.].
115  Ibid. 1464b-c.


