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ABSTRACT 
This thesis aims to find out to what extend the 1463 Latin translation of Corpus Hermeticum VI 

evinces the inducement of a certain interpretation of the treatise by its translator, Marsilio 

Ficino. This is achieved by comparing the Latin translation with the Greek source text, 

forging a complete overview of all notable differences between the two (83 in total). By 

applying deduction, those differences that can be explained on linguistic grounds have been 

excluded. Then, looking at the remaining possibly significant differences, we have seen that 

Ficino’s translation evinces and guides towards an unmistakably Neoplatonic interpretation. 

This conclusion can be supported by multiple examples of tendentious translation on his 

part and is in line with the historical background and the climate of opinion Ficino found 

himself in: in his time, Ficino headed the Florentine Neoplatonic Academy, the members of 

which had high expectations of the Corpus Hermeticum, as they believed in a so-called prisca 

theologia that was passed down a line of consecutive philosophers of which the supposed 

author of the Corpus, Hermes Trismegistus, was the first. Their aim was to turn away from 

medieval Aristotelean scholasticism to rediscover first Neoplatonism, and later the original 

Platonism as fleeing Byzantine scholars brought in their manuscripts and started teaching 

their Italian collegues ancient Greek. But even then, Neoplatonism would remain central in 

Ficino’s thinking. His strongly dependant relationship with his patron and commissioner 

Cosimo de’ Medici, may also have influenced his attitude towards the Corpus and his stance 

in the preface addressed to him. The findings of this thesis are consistent with what, 

considering these facts, could be expected of Ficino regarding the interpretive translation of 

the text, namely that he would render the treatise in such a way that it becomes compliant 

with Neoplatonic ideas like emanation, which were shared by his contemporaries, 

emphasising or even introducing hints at such views and toning down conflicting 

formulations. 
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PREFACE 
 

Translating can be a tricky job. I do not only know this as a student of Latin and Greek, but 

also as a lover of short anecdotes on the subject. When Saint Hieronymus of Stridon, for 

example, translated the Bible from Hebrew into Latin, he made an impactful mistake the 

consequences of which can still be seen in Rome today. In 

Exodus 34:29-35, the text says that Moses’ face “radiated” after 

he had spoken with God. However, this verb in Hebrew (qaran) 

is very similar to a different word with a very different meaning: 

Hieronymus misunderstood it as qeren, which means “horn,” 

and translated: “et ignorabat quod cornuta esset facies sua ex 

consortio sermonis Dei” (“and he did not know that his face was 

horned from conversing with God”). Hieronymus’ rendering, 

“cornuta,” has led Michelangelo to depicting Moses as having 

horns. 

Of course, the Vulgate translation of the Bible was one of the 

most important works in translation that has ever existed. This “Book of Books” is, in literary 

terms, canonical, meaning that is belongs to a collection of very few books that are considered 

to have shaped our thinking more than any other text. 

When we talk about the literary or philosophical canon, however, I think that there is one text 

that is often forgotten but that has had a considerable impact on the direction Western 

thinking took during the Renaissance: the Corpus Hermeticum. It is this collection of treatises 

that shed a new light on the place of Man in relation to God and the creation and as such 

formed an ancient justification for Humanism. 

But the Hermetic texts that had already been 

circulating during the Middle Ages, and the 

testimonies of the Church Fathers Augustinus and 

Lactantius, had shrouded the supposed author, 

Hermes Trismegistus, in myths. Some even suggested 

that Hermes was a contemporary of Moses and 

depicted him that way on a floor mosiac in the 

Duomo of Sienna (1488; the text underneath says: 

“Hermis Mercurius Trismegistus contemporaneus 

Moysi”). 

It seems inevitable that any translator who devoted 

himself to these texts at that time, must have been influenced by this image of the author. 

This counts no less for the Italian medic and scholar Masilio Ficino (1433-1499), who did so in 

1463. Seeing as it was not the original Greek, but rather this first Latin translation that 

“conquered the world” during the first decades after its publication, I wondered what could 
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be said about the way Ficino rendered the text. Where there any moments when he doze off, 

like Hieronymus when translating Exodus 34:29-35? 

Out of this curiosity I began to work on the thesis that now lies in front of you. Now, months 

later, it is finished and ready to be handed in. In retrospect, I can genuinely say that the 

process that led to this result has been one of the most educational experiences of my school 

career at CSW. 

This would not have been possible without the support of my mentor, Mrs drs. Antoinette 

van Duijn. She helped me with narrowing down my topic and setting up this research. 

During the process, I could always bombard her with questions if I needed to. Her help and 

feedback have been very useful to me. She also put me in touch with Mr drs. Désiré de Rooij, 

with whom I have had the most wonderful conversation at a coffee bar next to the train 

station of Roosendaal — we found a place to meet halfway — on an afternoon during my 

autumn break. He did some marvellous suggestions, most of which I have adopted eagerly. 

His insights have been a great contribution to this thesis. My teacher of Latin, Mrs C.D.M. 

Zoeter-Cogneaux, has been my anchor whenever I did not understand the Latin text. For the 

most peculiar wordings, I did not even have to ask and she would already be spending her 

evenings at home combing through her French Gaffiot dictionary. 

I am most grateful for all the help I received of these three learned people, and I hope that 

they and all others reading this thesis, will find it able to take them along on my journey 

deeper and deeper into the Corpus Hermeticum. 

 

Middelburg, 22 December, 2021 

Maurits van Woercom 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

For a quick overview of the research questions of this thesis and their corresponding chapters, please 

see paragraph 1.5, table 1 (page 5). 

 

When the Florentine banker and politician Cosimo de’ Medici, nicknamed Cosimo “il 

Vecchio” (“the Elder”) (1389 – 1464) first received the fourteenth-century Greek manuscript 

containing a collection of fourteen hermetic texts ascribed to Hermes Trismegistos (Mercurius 

Trismegistus) that is now sheltered in the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana1, he immediately 

ordered Marsilio Ficino to interrupt his translating of Plato and start on what the latter 

named the Pimander, mistaking the title of the first treatise for the title of the entire collection. 

Apparently, Cosimo’s expectations where so high that they invoked in him a sudden 

eagerness to read this work before his death, an event that would come to pass in 1464, only 

four years after the monk Leonardo of Pistoia had brought the manuscript from Macedonia 

to Florence.2 Ficino, one of the most influential philosophers at that time, heading the newly 

re-established “Platonic Academy”,  only needed a few months for the entire work and 

finished the Latin translation of the Liber de Potestate et Sapientia Dei, dedicated “ad Cosmum 

Medicem”, in the spring of 1463. In 1471 it was first printed in Treviso, unauthorized: the text 

was not prepared by Ficino, but by two humanists, the Flemish Geraert van der Leye 

(Gherardo de Lisa) and his Italian colleague Francesco Rolandello.3 

1.1 The Thrice Great Hermes 

So who was this Hermes, that his writings intrigued the Florentine intellectual and financial 

elite so much? 

The combination of the name Hermes and the “epitheton ornans” Trismegistus 

( ), meaning “the thrice greatest”, alludes to the Egyptian god Thoth for two 

reasons:  

(1) Thoth was already very early on identified with the Greek Hermes, in accordance 

with the interpretatio graeca (the form of syncretism customary for the Hellenists, that 

equates foreign and unknown deities with known gods from the Greek pantheon). 

Herodotus, for example, refers to the most important Egyptian cult centre of Thoth as 

“Hermopolis”.4 Elsewhere, he writes about there being a “temple of Hermes” in 

Bubastis.5 

 

 

1 Florence. Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana. Plut. 71. 33. 
2 See p. 4 and footnotes. 
3 Wouter J. Hanegraaff, “How Hermetic was Renaissance Hermetism?” Aries 15, 2 (2015): 179-206. 
4 Herodotus, Histories, 2. 67.1 
5 Herodotus, Histories, 2. 138.4 
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(2) In Egyptian, the superlative is expressed by repeating the positive adjective twice or 

thrice. The superlative of “great” (i.e. “great, great” or “great, great, great”) as an 

qualifier for Thoth occurs as early as the second half of the seventh century BC. The 

Greek epithet  is probably a translation of that description of Thoth, 

which further occurs on the Raphia decree (217 BC) and the Rosetta stone (197 BC), 

where it is translated as “ ” and “ ” 

respectively.6 

For the Egyptians though, it was customary to deify great kings after their death, and so in 

antiquity, it was widely believed that gods like Thoth had once been mortal human beings. 

Plato already doubted whether Thoth was really a god or rather a godlike man: “

 

Anyhow, it was in Egypt that many philosophical works were ascribed to this legendary 

figure, who is portraited in these Hermetica as someone who in ancient days, was initiated 

into the divine mysteries, and as a teacher, passed on this esoteric (i.e., only taught to a small 

circle of initiated students) wisdom in the form of dialogues. The most important of the 

philosophical Hermetica are the Corpus Hermeticum, the collection of texts that Ficino called 

“Pimander,” after the title of its first treatise, and the Asclepius or   (“perfect 

doctrine,” the original Greek title), of which a Latin translation attributed to Apuleius had 

been available already during the Middle Ages. 

But these were not the only works ascribed to Hermes. The spectacular amount of books that 

he is said to have written adds to his legendary status. According to Seceulus, this number 

was 20.000, and according to Manetho 36.525, as Iamblichus reported in his work De 

Mysteriis Aegyptiorum.8 Iamblichus himself talks about one hundred treatises.9 As Roelof van 

den Broek commented justly in his extensive work Hermes Trismegistus, these numbers 

should not be taken seriously: they only serve to illustrate his greatness, in a similar way to 

how the biblical king Salomo was said to have written 3000 proverbs and 1005 songs (I Kings 

5:12-13).10 The other works that were associated with the name of Hermes Trismegistus were 

not all philosophical in nature. The oldest of them dealt with magic, other writings, dating 

from the Ptolemaic period in which Egypt was strongly Hellenistic, had to do with astrology. 

The last category consists of alchemic Hermetica originating from the Roman period. Of all 

the Hermetic literature, these writings had defined the medieval image of Hermes the most. 

This was largely due to translation from Arabic, such as that of the Tabula Smaragdina.11 

 

 

6 R. van den Broek, Hermes Trismegistus: Inleiding, Teksten, Commentaren (Amsterdam 2006), 4 
7 Plato, Philebus, 18b. 
8 Iamblichus, De mysteriis Ægyptorum, VIII.1 
9 Ibid., VIII.2 
10 Van den Broek, Hermes Trismegistus, 14 
11 Corpus Hermeticum, Ingeleid, vertaald en toegelicht door R. van den Broek and G. Quispel 

(Amsterdam 1990), 16. 
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1.2 This Thesis: Research Questions and Methodology 

Having been spread rapidly across Europe and having been read by prominent humanist 

torchbearers like Erasmus, this translation soon became one of the most influential books of 

the Renaissance. But as we know, translators are (almost) always biased and inevitably 

project their own interpretation on their rendition of the text. So what can we say about this 

translation? Did Erasmus read a reliable rendering of these Hermetic texts, or did he read 

what their Renaissance translator wanted him to read? 

To what extend does the Latin translation of Corpus Hermeticum VI evince the inducement of a 

certain interpretation of the treatise by Marsilio Ficino? 

This main question inevitably leads to a research method that is twofold. In this thesis, we 

shall have to discuss Ficino’s philosophical background and his attitude towards the content 

of this present treatise, but we must also compare the Latin translation with the Greek 

original on a philological level. 

Concerning the structure of this paper a number of remarks have to be made. Chapter 2 and 

3 can be regarded as extensions of the introduction yet are integral parts of the research. If 

this thesis were merely a comparison of the source and its translation, the choices of the texts 

used, and the general historical background would belong to the introduction. However, 

since the historical context and the implications of the translator’s choices with regard to the 

treatise’s philosophical-theological content are as important as the philological part of the 

research, and the length of the respective chapters would make the introduction too 

voluminous, I have chosen to include them separately.  

While the chapter “Text & Sources” is not structured to answer a research question, the third 

chapter, “The Historical Background”, is centered around the following sub-question: What 

do we know about the historical background of Ficino’s time in general and Cosimo’s anticipation 

regarding the Corpus Hermeticum in particular? 

Chapter four aims at discerning all notable differences between the Greek text and Ficino’s 

Latin translation, guided this second sub-question: To what extend does the Latin translation 

differ from the original Greek? 

The third sub-question, pertaining to chapter 5, shall read as follows: Which differences affect 

the content and our reading of the text and are therefore possibly significant; which difference can be 

logically explained otherwise? 

In chapter 6 we will once more return to the content. Here, we will further explain what 

Ficino’s substantive motivation could have been for a selection of the differences pointed out 

as significant in chapter 5, in answering the last sub-question: Is it possible to relate some of the 

“possibly significant” differences to what we learned about Ficino’s own philosophical/historical 

background in chapter 3? 

In conclusion, it will help the reader of this thesis to note that, helped by Mrs Van Duijn and 

Mr De Rooij, my effort has been guided by the principle of working from the general to the 

specific. The first two sub-questions concern the general: since we do not yet know anything 
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about either the historical background or the texts of the treatise and its translation, it is not 

possible to discern those facts and those features of the text that are significant and relevant. 

We will therefore first give a more encyclopaedic account of the background 

(philosophical/historical) and forge a complete overview of all the notable differences 

between the source text and Ficino’s rendering (linguistic). The last two sub-questions 

concern the specific: we will apply deduction in excluding those differences that can be 

explained on linguistic grounds (linguistic), and then ultimately, by giving examples, 

answer the question whether, and if so, how, they evince a coherent interpretation that is 

consistent Ficino’s own philosophical and historical background (philosophical/historical). 

1.2.1 My Mainstay: Dictionaries 

In order to make a comparison in English between a Greek and a Latin word, one needs 

comprehensive Greek-English and Latin-English dictionaries. I have found that my Dutch 

dictionaries do not suffice for this purpose, since there is one extra translation step involved 

when rendering Ficino’s translation choices and the differences in meaning between certain 

Greek words and their Latin translations in English. Moreover, a more thorough and 

exhaustive dictionary is sometimes needed to capture the full meaning of a word. Above all, 

however, the amount of words that cannot be found in Eisma’s Greek-Dutch dictionary is 

simply too high. 

Hence, I have chosen to use two online available and renowned English dictionaries: A Latin 

Dictionary by Charlton T. Lewis and Charles Short (L&S),12 and A Greek-English Lexicon by 

Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott (LSJ).13 Both are accessible via the website of the 

Perseus Project (https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/). 

Choices made with regard to the texts and sources used will be explained in the next chapter. 

1.3 Motivation 

As I explained in the preface, it is my view that the Hermetica deserve a more prominent 

place in our canon. The Corpus Hermeticum has greatly influenced Newton and Goethe and 

should be considered one of the pillars of European culture. But Corpus and similar works 

are not only important to me because of their influence. It is the significance of their origins 

as well that counts. What particularly appeals to me, is the fact that they are a product of a 

very special case of syncretism, in which Jews, Greeks, Christians and Egyptian monotheists 

came together in what Quispel called the Hermetic lodge of Alexandria.14 This fundamental 

attitude, this outlook, searching for the commonality instead of the differences, the belief that 

 

 

12 Charlton T. Lewis and Charles Short, A Latin Dictionary: Founded on Andrews' edition of Freund's Latin 

dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1879), Perseus Digital Library.  

13 Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, revised and augmented throughout 

by Sir Henry Stuart Jones, with the assistance of Roderick McKenzie (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940), 

Perseus Digital Library.  
14 Van den Broek and Quispel, trans., Corpus Hermeticum, 25. 

https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/
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all human wisdom may have one single divine origin, and that there is thus no reason for 

contention, inspires me and can, in my view, serve as an example to the world of today. 

It is not that there is little interest in Hermetism in the academic world. After the discovery of 

the Nag Hammadi codices, there has been a surge of interest and numerous studies have 

been published. But when it comes to Hermeticism15 in the Renaissance, the focus has been on 

its reception and proliferation, and, above all, on the question whether or not such a thing as 

a “Hermetic Tradition” ever truly existed, an assertion introduced by Paul Oskar Kristeller 

and Frances A. Yates and disputed by the esteemed professor of the history of hermetic 

philosophy and related currents at the UVA, Wouter J. Hanegraaff, in his article “How 

Hermetic was Renaissance Hermetism?” Apart from the not very comprehensive notes in the 

critical edition that will be discussed in the next chapter, and the introduction and notes 

accompanying a translation of the Latin text by Dr. Ilana Klutstein of the Hebrew University 

of Jerusalem, very little work has been done to study Ficino’s translation up close, like I will 

do in this thesis, convicted that the way these beguiling texts have been treated deserves to 

be researched thoroughly. 

1.4 A Quick Overview 
 

Table 1. An Overview of the Research Questions of This Thesis 

 Research Question Corresponding 

Chapter No. 

Main 

question 

To what extend does the Latin translation of Corpus 

Hermeticum VI evince the inducement of a certain 

interpretation of the treatise by Marsilio Ficino? 

N.A 

1st sub-

question 

What do we know about the historical background of 

Ficino’s time in general and Cosimo’s anticipation 

regarding the Corpus Hermeticum in particular? 

3 

2nd sub-

question 

To what extend does the Latin translation differ from  

the original Greek? 

4 

3rd sub-

question 

Which differences affect the content and our reading of  

the text and are therefore possibly significant; which 

difference can be logically explained otherwise? 

5 

4th sub-

question 

Is it possible to relate some of the “possibly significant” 

differences to what we learned about Ficino’s own 

philosophical/historical background in chapter 3? 

6 

 

 

15 Many scholars make this distinction between the original Hermetica and later Hermetically-inspired 

traditions by interjecting an extra “-ci.” 
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2 TEXTS AND SOURCES 
 

Although philosophy and history play a part as well, this dissertation is mainly about texts. 

Comparing a Greek text with its Latin translation involves a close study of the versions of 

both: textual criticism. Fortunately, most of the work in this field has already been done, so 

that we can use and refer to the so-called “critical editions”. Nevertheless, it is of the greatest 

importance for us to first give an account of which editions and manuscripts are the basis of 

this thesis, as well as to briefly explain their historical background, before we dive into the 

details. 

2.1 The Greek Text 

As we have already noticed, the story of Hermes and Ficino starts with the discovery of a 

“Macedonian” manuscript that was brought to Florence by the monk Leonardo da Pistoia. 

Ficino refers to this event in the preface, or Argumentum to his translation: “at nuper ex 

Macedonia in Italiam advectus diligentia Leonardi Pistoriensis, docti probique monaci, ad 

nos pervenit.”16  

Leonardo da Pistoia was probably one of the many monks that worked for Cosimo 

throughout Greece and the Byzantine lands, tracking down ancient texts. This was part of a 

broader development that sparked the renewed interest in a since Justinian’s closure of the 

Neoplatonic Academy in 529 more or less forgotten philosophical current of the ancient 

world. When the Byzantine capital of Constantinople was under attack in 1453, many Greek 

scholars fled to Italy and brought with them their manuscripts and ideas. They started 

teaching the Greek language to the welcoming Florentine intellectuals like Ficino who 

himself began learning Greek in 1456.17 

The codex 

mentioned in the 

Argumentum is still 

in Florence, to wit, 

in the Bibliotheca 

Medicea 

Laurenziana under shelf-number Plut. 71. 33. Moreover, it is available online.18 The fact that 

this manuscript belonged to Ficino is supported by marginal notes in a style that is 

paradigmatic of Ficino’s normal way of highlighting key passages, as well as a note by the 

 

 

16 Marsilio Ficino, Mercurii Trismegisti Pimander sive de potestate et sapientia Dei, ed. Maurizio 

Campanelli (Turin: Nino Aragno, 2011), 5: “but recently, having been brought from Macedonia to Italy 

by the diligence of Leonardo da Pistoia, a learned and honest monk, it reached us.”  
17 Sebastiano Gentile and Carlos Gilly, Marsilio Ficino and the Return of Hermes Trismegistus (Florence: 

Centro Di, 1999), 31. 
18 Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Plut., 71. 33, Bibliotheca Medicea Laurenziana Digital 

Repository, http://mss.bmlonline.it/Catalogo.aspx?Shelfmark=Plut.71.33. 

Figure 1. The note by Angelo Poliziano on fol. 208v concerning the purchase of the codex 

http://mss.bmlonline.it/Catalogo.aspx?Shelfmark=Plut.71.33
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next owner of the codex, Angelo Poliziano, after whose death the book was found among his 

possessions, on fol. 208v: “Angeli Poliziani liber emptus aureis duabus a Marsilio Fecino”.19  

Apart from the Mercurii Trismegisti Poemander on fols. 123r-145r, this codex contains a Greek 

translations of Petrus Hispanus’ Summulae logicales (fols. 1r-28v), Thomas Aquinas’ De 

Falaciis (29r-44r) and Boethius’ De dialectica (45r-76v), an incomplete version of Dexippus’ In 

Aristotelis categorias commentarius (i.e. a commentary to Aristoteles’ Categories; fols. 77r-108r), 

an anonymous treatise on syllogisms ( ; fols. 109r-114v), Proclus’ Elementa 

physica (fols. 115r-122v), the  by Leo Magentinus (fols. 145v-

146v), an incomplete version of the Questiones naturales attributed to Alexander of 

Aphrodisias (fols. 147r-186v), Alcinous’ Epitome (fols. 187r-208v) and Fragmenta quaedam 

Psalmorum (fols. 209r-212v). 

It was this manuscript of the Corpus Hermeticum that was available to Cosimo at that time, 

and we can assert with some certainty that this was indeed Ficino’s source text. Besides the 

aforementioned evidence, numerous scholars have attested to this conclusion. Given that this 

was the source text for the Latin translation under discussion, it is only logical that we 

should refer to this manuscript when comparing. 

2.1.1 Critical Editions 

Nearly five centuries after Ficino’s use of it, this codex, now known as Laurenzianus 71. 33, 

became one of the principal manuscripts in the critical editions by Walter Scott and A.D. 

Nock, being referred to in both works’ critical apparatuses as “A”.  

Of these two texts, the Budé edition of the Corpus Hermeticum by Nock, translated by A.-J. 

Festugière, has been assigned most authority. The entire work, divided over four volumes, 

comprises all eighteen treatises of the Corpus Hermeticum, the Latin Asclepius, as well as the 

“Fragments extraits de Stobée” (the excerpts of Stobaeus; I-XXII in vol. III; XXIII-XXIX in vol. 

IV), and was first published between 1945 and 1954. Of the treatises of the Corpus, vol. I 

contains the first twelve, and treatises XIII-XVIII can be found together with the Asclepius in 

vol. II. The Laurenzianus and therefore Ficino’s Latin Pimander, however, only include the 

first fourteen texts. Because of this, and since this study concerns just the sixth treatise, we 

will only be looking the first volume, published in 1945.20 

The earlier critical edition of the Hermetica by Walter Scott (1924-1936) contains the Greek text 

in the first volume, and commentary in the second. Van den Broek and Quispel noted in 

their Dutch translation of the Corpus Hermeticum, that the text edition cannot be used, due to 

the number of “corrections” made by Scott, but that the commentaries have lost none of their 

importance.21 

 

 

19 See Figure 1. Both this note by Poliziano and Ficino’s marginal notes with their specific style have 

been noted in Sebastiano Gentile and Carlos Gilly, Marsilio Ficino and the Return of Hermes Trismegistus 

(Florence: Centro Di, 1999), 41. 
20 Nock, A.D. & A.-J. Festugière, eds., Corpus Hermeticum, vol. 1 (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1945). 
21 Van den Broek and Quispel, trans., Corpus Hermeticum, 29. 
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During my research, I have followed that advice and waived Scott’s rendering of the Greek 

text, while reading his commentary. Moreover, I made much use of Nock’s text. Unpractised 

in palaeography, I had to concede that reading the 13th-century manuscript that Ficino used 

in its entirety was not an option. That is why Nock’s edition has been the basis of my reading 

of the Greek. At the same time, however, I have been continuously examining the critical 

apparatus, looking out for any variants concerning the manuscripts categorized under the 

sigle “A”. Whenever the translator’s choice seemed remarkable judging from the critical 

edition, my first step has always been to look at the manuscript. 

2.2 The Latin Text 

Like the Greek, the text of Ficino’s translation to Renaissance Latin knows many variants and 

editions. However, whereas it was relatively easy to choose the Greek manuscript that 

should be the basis of this research – as it is known which manuscript had belonged to the 

translator – it was much more difficult to know which version of the Latin text comes closest 

to the original rendering by Ficino.  

This is in part due to the fact that the first printed edition of the Pimander, the Treviso editio 

princeps, was unauthorised, meaning that its manuscript had not been prepared by Ficino 

himself, but rather by an Italian humanist named Francesco Rolandello. It was then printed 

by Geraert van der Leye, a colleague from Flanders. This is confirmed by the preceding 

appeal to the reader: “Francesco Rolandello of Treviso gave a copy of me to Geraert van der 

Leye, so that he might make more copies.”22 When studying this first print closely in 2002, 

the Italian scholar Maurizio Campanelli discovered how little sense the Latin of that edition 

made and what an incredible number of errors the editio princeps contained. In the forword to 

his critical edition of the Latin text, which we will discuss later, he writes that “the number of 

passages of which I failed to really understand the significance followed one another at a 

disquieting pace”.23 A 1466 manuscript with annotations by Ficino himself proved on the 

other hand that the original translation had in fact been much more comprehensible, without 

these mistakes.24 Thus, Campanelli concludes, this first print must have been “an authentic 

textual disaster” based upon “scandalous negligence”.25  

So, the most logical place to start, the first printed edition, appears to be unreliable and 

corrupted. What text should we use then? Well, as has already been mentioned, Campanelli 

has provided us with a reconstruction of Ficino’s original text based on a selection of fifteen 

of the manuscripts that circulated before the 1471 Treviso edition. It is this “meticulous” 

critical edition that the Hanegraaff called “the closest that we will ever get to the text that 

 

 

22 Quoted in Gentile and Gilly, Marsilio Ficino and the Return of Hermes Trismegistus, 59. 
23 Sebastiano Gentile and Maurizio Campanelli, “Premessa,” in Mercurii Trismegisti Pimander sive de 

potestate et sapientia Dei, Campanelli, ed., x, quoted in Hanegraaff, “How Hermetic was Renaissance 

Hermetism?”, 184. 
24 Hanegraaff, “How Hermetic was Renaissance Hermetism?,” 184. 
25 Maurizio Campanelli, “Introduzione,” in Mercurii Trismegisti Pimander sive de potestate et sapientia 

Dei, Campanelli, ed., cx-cxi, quoted ibid., 185. 
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Cosimo was reading.”26 This would therefore be the most sensible text to compare with the 

original Greek. 

This “text that Cosimo was reading” had been completed by Ficino in the spring of 1463. 

This we know not only from the explicits some of the manuscripts (e.g., “Finis libri Mercurii 

quem e Greco in Latinum traduxit Marsilius Ficcinus Florentinus anno 1463 mense aprilis. 

Florentie.”27), but also from an account given by Ficino himself in the proemium to his 

Commentaria in Plotinum: “Posthac autem anno millesimo quadringentesimo sexagestimo 

tertio […] mihi Mercurium primo Termaximum, mox Platonem mandavit [scil. Cosmus] 

interpretandum. Mercurium paucis mensibus eo vivente peregi, Platonem tunc etiam sum 

aggressus” (“But later, in 1463, he [Cosimo] charged me with translating first Mercury 

Trismegistus and then Plato. I finished Mercury in a few months while Cosimo was still 

living, and then I began work also on Plato”).28 We will leave the reasons for prioritising 

Hermes over Plato, the relationship between Cosimo and Ficino and the conclusions that can 

be drawn from the facts presented in this chapter to chapter 2. One thing that should be 

noted, however, is that Ficino dedicated his translation to Cosimo and wrote a preceding 

Argumentum that is also addressed to him. This Argumentum has also been included in 

Campanelli’s critical edition. Lastly, in the margins of a manuscript which is now kept in the 

Bibliotheca Comunale dell’ Archiginnasio, Bologna, Ficino has written three remarks.29 One 

of these annotations belongs to the sixth treatise (paragraph 4)30 and will be referred to when 

analysing the authorial choices of the translator in relation to the content. 

2.3 Translations 

Throughout this research, I will use and refer to different translations in English, French and 

Dutch. For the Latin text, I have found only one translation, which is that by Ilana Klutstein.31 

This translation however, has only been an aid for understanding the Latin text, but could 

not be applied or cited consistently as it is not based on Campanelli’s text. 

Translations of the original Greek text on the other hand, are abundant. In addition to the 

French translation by Festugière which is very literal, there is a more liberal Dutch 

translation by Roelof van den Broek and prof. Gilles Quispel. Walter Scott included a 

translation of the Corpus in his edition as well, but in this translation, he often omits the more 

 

 

26 Hanegraaff, “How Hermetic was Renaissance Hermetism?,” 186. 
27 Bologna, Biblioteca Comunale dell’ Archiginnasio, ms. A. 86, fol. 54r; see also Gentile and Gilly, 

Marsilio Ficino and the Return of Hermes Trismegistus, 27 
28 Marsilio Ficino, Opera et quae hactenus extitere et quae in lucem nunc primim prodiere omnia (Basil 1576), 

1537 [Latin], quoted and translated in Gentile and Gilly, Marsilio Ficino and the Return of Hermes 

Trismegistus, 27 
29 BCA, A. 86, fols. 11r; 19v; 50v 
30 Ibid, fol. 19v 
31 Ilana Klutstein, "Ficino’s Hermetic Translations: English Translation of His Latin Pimander,” 

Available online, 

https://www.academia.edu/31423671/Ficinos_Hermetic_Translations_English_Translation_of_His_Lat

in_Pimander. 

https://www.academia.edu/31423671/Ficinos_Hermetic_Translations_English_Translation_of_His_Latin_Pimander
https://www.academia.edu/31423671/Ficinos_Hermetic_Translations_English_Translation_of_His_Latin_Pimander
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difficult parts, asserting very soon that the source text is corrupt. Scott also translated his 

own edition of the Greek text instead of the Budé edition, which makes it less usable for our 

purposes. More recently, Brian Copenhaver made his own English translation of the Budé 

text.32 During my research I have found this rendition to be very helpful, especially when the 

Greek makes little sense and is therefore omitted by Scott. 

2.4 Secondary Sources 

During my research, I have used secondary sources as well. Most of them, however, concern 

either Marsilio Ficino, Renaissance Hermeticism or Hermetism in ancient times. Of the first 

category, the exhaustive work Marsilio Ficino: His Theology, His Philosophy, His Legacy, edited 

by Michael J.B. Allen, Valery Rees, and Martin Davies, has been most useful in interpreting 

Ficino’s choices as a translator, since the many authors explore the development of Ficino’s 

thinking from many different angles. Allen himself is a Distinguished Research Professor of 

English and Italian Renaissance Studies at the University of California, LA. He was Director 

of the University College London’s for Medieval & Renaissance Studies and has been elected 

Fellow of the British Academy in 2012. His work on Florentine Platonism was awarded the 

Premio Internazionale Galileo Galilei in 2008. His many co-authors have a similar academic 

status and have substantiated their claims superbly. 

Concerning the Hermetism in modern times, there are the works by Paul Oskar Kristeller, 

Frances A. Yates and Wouter J. Hanegraaff, which I have already mentioned on page 4 of the 

introduction. 

All of these secondary sources describe Renaissance thought, Marsilio Ficino’s own ideas 

and the reception of Hermetism in a very general manner. When it comes to the text of the 

Corpus Hermeticum, almost none of the secondary sources available analyse he Latin 

translation in the way I endeavoured to do, the only exception being Ilana Klutstein, who 

wrote a more general introduction and some interpretive notes concerning the translator’s 

choices to the whole of the Latin Pimander. Her notes, however, are far from complete and 

merely of limited use. Whenever I wrote about passages that have also been examined by 

her, I have included a brief comparison between both our conclusions. Most importantly, it is 

the general nature of the better part of available secondary literature that constitutes the 

relevance of this particular thesis. 

     

 

 

32 Brian P. Copenhaver, Hermetica: The Greek Corpus Hermeticum and the Latin Asclepius in a New English 

Translation with Notes and Introduction (Cambridge: University Press, 1992). 
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3 THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 

Before we examine the texts, we must learn to look at this treatise through the eyes of 

Marsilio Ficino or one of his contemporaries. If we have learned to do so, that will explain a 

lot of the choices Ficino made as a translator of the Corpus Hermeticum. Having established 

all the remarkable choices in chapter 4 and discriminated the ones that can be explained 

linguistically or by looking at the manuscript in chapter 5, we will then be able to apply our 

knowledge of the historical background to the remaining substantively significant 

translator’s choices and explain them fairly easily (or so we hope). The sub-question of this 

part of the research must therefore be: 

What do we know about the historical background of Ficino’s time in general and Cosimo’s 

anticipation regarding the Corpus Hermeticum in particular? 

To answer this question, we shall address the following six topics: the separation of the Latin 

culture of Western Europe and the Greek culture of the eastern part of the Mediterranean 

and their reunion after the fall of Constantinople in 1453, the predominance of Aristotelian 

philosophy in medieval scholasticism, the Florentine Platonic Academy and its significance, 

the influence of Neoplatonism in Western thinking at the time of Marsilio Ficino, the role of 

the Christian faith for Italian Renaissance philosophers (intellectual freedom in the 15th 

century), and the relationship between Ficino and Cosimo de’ Medici as his patron and 

maecenas (Ficino’s audience and commissioner). The background information in this chapter 

is largely going to be based on a conversation I had with Mr Désiré de Rooij, for whose help I 

have expressed my gratitude in the preface. 

3.1 Renaissance Reunion 

Ficino’s time is commonly referred to as the Renaissance, that is to say, the rebirth of ancient 

civilisation. But in fact, this period in the history of ideas is rather a reunion of different 

currents that had once constituted ancient Greek and Roman culture but were temporarily 

separated during the Middle Ages. These currents had far from died: Neoplatonism had 

lived on in the Western world through Augustine and the Church Fathers, Aristotelianism 

had been cared for by the Arabs until its re-introduction in Western philosophy by Thomas 

Aquinas in the 13th century, and the works of Plato continued to be copied by Byzantine 

scholars in the Eastern Roman Empire.  

In this segregation, language played a determinative role. Except for a few Irish monks, 

practically no medieval scholar in Western Europe read or wrote in Greek.33 All the books 

that were considered important, like Hieronymus’ Vulgate translation of the Bible and the 

works of the (Latin) Church Fathers, were written in Latin. In Ficino’s time too, the ability to 

read Greek was something special. Ficino himself only started to learn Greek in 1456, and 

 

 

33 Laughlin, Burgess, The Aristotle Adventure: A Guide to the Greek, Arabic, and Latin Scholars Who 

Transmitted Aristotle's Logic to the Renaissance (Flagstaff: Albert Hale Publishing, 1995), 139-140. 
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members of the Italian political elite, like Cosimo did not read Greek at all.34 This meant that 

if a work had not been translated into Latin, it was inaccessible to virtually everyone in the 

West, and before Ficino’s effort, there were virtually no Latin translations of Plato, the only 

exception being the Timaeus, which had been translated by Calcidius in 321 and had become 

defining for the cosmological model of the Middle Ages. It was to the attempt to reconcile 

the Christian story of creation and the Timaeus that medieval scholars devoted much of their 

time. 

3.2 Aristotle and Scholasticism 

In the 13th century, other sources became available too, thanks to the Arabs. This gave access 

to the philosophy of Aristotle and, inspired by this, the influential Doctor of the Church 

Thomas Aquinas, who had come into touch with these sources due to his extensive 

travelling, reintroduced a form of Aristotelean thinking. He largely succeeded in solving the 

tension between science and faith by attempting to rationalise the Christian religion in an 

Aristotelean manner. At the start of that 15th century, the resulting Thomistic scholasticism had 

completely taken over academic thinking in Western Europe. 

By that time, too, philosophy was “stuck” in a debate between nominalists, who negate the 

existence of universals – whenever human beings use a generalising term for what Aristotle 

would call a “category,” this term is no more than a name, according to the nominalists: there 

is no reality to the abstract words with which we refer to the categories – and realists, who 

defend the idea that abstract universals are fundamentally real and not just a human way of 

giving names to the concrete phenomena (particulars) about us, a stance that is closer to 

Plato’s idealism. 

According to Antony Levi in Marsilio Ficino: His Theology, His Philosophy, His Legacy, this 

confined scholastic way of approaching the problem of universals, as this debate is called, was 

considered problematic for Christian thinkers: 

It was argued that the nominalist position could be shown inevitably to lead either to 

tritheism or to a triple incarnation, but that realism left cognition and all other human 

spiritual functions dependant on perception, and therefore on bodily organs which 

corrupted after death. But Christianity, in this like Islam but unlike Judaism, 

depended on the survival after death of the spiritual functions of the individual. 

Realism therefore seemed to compromise the immortality of the soul.35 

It was this conundrum that became a deadlock in the Late Middle Ages. 

3.3 The Platonic Academy 

After centuries of scholasticism, it is not surprising that people craved something new. When 

the Greek texts of Plato and so many other philosophers that were preserved by the 

 

 

34 See also page 3, note 8. 
35 Anthony Levi, “Ficino, Augustine and the Pagans,” in Marsilio Ficino: His Theology, His Philosophy, 

His Legacy, Michael J.B. Allen, Valery Rees, and Martin Davies, eds. (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 100. 
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Byzantines became available after the Fall of Constantinople, Italian intellectuals could not 

be more exhilarated. The rich banker Cosimo, who took an interest in these matters, as we 

shall see in paragraph 3.6, was also eager to read the most promising of these texts. He was 

already at the end of his life, but his keenness to find the answers to the most difficult 

ontological questions lead him to sponsor the Neoplatonic Academy of Florence, which 

Ficino lead. 

Ficino thought that Aristotelianism had spoiled the Neoplatonist thinking of Augustine that 

had initially defined early medieval Christian thinking. Thus, his Platonic Academy became 

an antipole of the Aristotelean tradition, with at its main aim to repudiate the influences of 

scholasticism and go back to the original Neoplatonic ideas.36 

3.4 Neoplatonism 

As we can see, the “reunion” after the Fall of Constantinople was not really the first glimpse 

of Platonic philosophy after centuries of ignorant isolation. Of course not, and it must be 

acknowledged and admitted that my initial characterisation of the Middle Ages as a time in 

which these philosophical currents were only preserved in the East, while dying out in the 

Latin-reading West, and of the Renaissance as the reunion of the Western Aristotelian 

thinking with that Platonic school of thought, is too simplistic. In reality, the medieval 

relation to Plato is far more complex. 

Nonetheless, my simplified and more general typification of Late Medieval thinking serves 

well to explain and illustrate the exhilaration that gripped the Italian intellectual elite when 

the fleeing Byzantine scholars brought all those new manuscripts that they considered to be 

closer and more directly related to the antiquity that they idolised. Up until then, they had 

heard of Plato and the other “prisci theologi” from other Christian and Neoplatonist thinkers 

and fostered an exalted image of the ‘great philosophers of old.’ “Ficino’s early 

understanding of Plato,” Levi says, “was filtered through and Augustine whose 

philosophical though was heavily impregnated with Plotinian ideas.” Now, they were able 

to go directly to the source. It was this endeavour that is comprised by the Renaissance 

adagium “ad fontem.” 

This means that on the one hand, the aim of “Ficino the translator” was to produce unfiltered 

renderings of the original Platonic thinking, but on the other hand, it also meant that Ficino’s 

own ideas were still mainly Neoplatonic: the Augustinian philosophy that he had consumed 

before these new sources arrived in Italy had had an influence that was far from gone when 

he translated the Corpus Hermeticum in 1463. 

3.5 Faith and Orthodoxy 

We must not forget, that while Ficino wanted to study the ancient philosophers unfiltered, 

he was still a Christian, like most people in the Renaissance, and was even ordained as a 

 

 

36 Ibid., 99-113. 
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priest on 18 December, 1473.37 Faith in God was taken for granted and this would not change 

until after the Scientific Revolution and the Enlightenment. His translating and studying of 

Plato must therefore not be regarded as a pagan activity, while he was always busy 

reconciling what he read with his faith. 

Yet it is remarkable that Ficino had the freedom to advocate teachings, like those derived 

from Hermeticism, that in hindsight seem very heterodox and for which a century later, one 

could be burned at the stake. How come? 

Well, one can only define heterodoxy if one has a definition of orthodoxy. The fight against 

heresies only started after Catholicism began to be attacked from the outside, by protestants. 

It was only then, after the Council of Trent that the Catholic church took a very defined 

stance on what orthodoxy is. “Even during the years of the Council in the sixteenth century,” 

writes Christopher Celenza in the earlier cited Marsilio Ficino: His Theology, His Philosophy, 

His Legacy, “the concept of what was heretical changed from region to region in Italy, from 

decade to decade.”38 In his book Plato in the Renaissance, James Hankins wrote: “The real 

contention in Renaissance Italy was not between paganism and Christianity but rather 

between competing definitions of wat Christianity was and what it meant to be a Christian”39 

This situation, together with the protection of Cosimo as a powerful political figure – as we 

know, temporal and ecclesiastical politics were very much intermingled in the Renaissance, 

especially when the Medici’s are involved – ensured the relative intellectual freedom of 

Ficino and his contemporaries. 

3.6 Audience and Commission 

The relationship between Marsilio Ficino and Cosimo de’ Medici was that of a dependant 

and his patron. The Medici family had acquired incredible wealth and status in the 14th and 

15th centuries and Cosimo in particular cultivated the role of mercator sapiens, or “wise 

merchant,” a Renaissance ideal. It meant that he did not only care about money, but also 

about the arts, literature and especially philosophy, and that he deployed the financial 

resources that he had in abundance, in a wise manner, sponsoring intellectual life in the 15th 

century, stimulating developments in the fields of theology, philosophy and Humanist 

thinking, and commissioning the translation of works like the Corpus Hermeticum. 

The philosophers that were given these commissions were lucky, as Cosimo was more than 

generous in rewarding the host of intellectuals about him for supplying him with spiritual 

nourishment and the newest insights. The case of the Corpus Hermeticum, however, stands 

out: the reward for Ficino’s translation of 45 pages of Greek text was no less than a large villa 

at Careggi. This has not only been recorded by Ficino’s sixteenth-century biographer, 

Giovanni Corsi, but is also confirmed by an act dated 18 April 1463.40 If we recall the explicit 

 

 

37 Christopher S. Celenza, “Late Antiquity and Florentine Platonism: The ‘Post-Plotinian’ Ficino,” in 

Marsilio Ficino, 71. 
38 Ibid., 72 
39 James Hankins, Plato in the Italian Renaissance (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1990): 1:205. 
40 Gentile and Gilly, Marsilio Ficino and the Return of Hermes Trismegistus, 27 
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of one of the manuscripts of the translation (“anno 1463 mense aprilis”) mentioned in the 

previous chapter, we notice that the villa was given to Ficino in the same month in which he 

finished his work. 

It is important to take note of this, as a strong patron-dependent relationship can cause a 

desire on the part of the dependent to please his commissioner. When writing the preface 

that exalts Cosimo, for example, but also while translating, he may have discarded some of 

his own views in favour of an argument that would live up to the expectations of his 

maecenas. Similarly, it is not at all said that Ficino was interested in the Hermetic writings 

from the start on. Surely, the role that he ultimately gives Hermes Trismegistus in his idea of 

the prisca theologia, a theory that I will explain in paragraph 3.7, attests to his later interest in 

Hermetism, but when he was in the midst of translating in 1463, his motivation could just as 

well have been the fact that he was asked to. 

Cosimo was of course not the only one reading Ficino’s work. Due to the high expectations 

and exhilaration of Ficino’s contemporaries, the translation soon became very popular. It did 

not take long before more than forty manuscripts circulated and Ficino’s friend and 

colleague Tommaso Benchi had translated the Corpus in the Tuscan language within half a 

year after Ficino had completed his work. Of this vernacular translation, another twenty-or-

so existed. Nonetheless, the question remains whether this was Ficino’s intention. As 

Hanegraaff noted, the fact that Ficino did not seek to get his translation printed, and that he 

did not provide the manuscript when two colleagues did publish a printed edition without 

his consent, “makes one wonder how important he really found it”41. 

3.7 Expectations 

Up until now, we have used the word “expectations” numerous times. But what exactly 

were these expectations and what did Ficino’s philosophy have to do with it? 

Well, Ficino believed that all human wisdom had one common origin. This would be an 

esoteric wisdom that “had preceded and prepared for Christianity as the climactic Platonic 

revelation.”42 He called this primordial wisdom the prisca theologia. His own account of this 

idea, and how Hermes was “the first philosopher” from whom sprang all later wisdom, 

which he gave in the Argumentum to his translation, speaks for itself: 

Hic inter philosophos primus a physicis ac mathematicis ad divinorum 

contemplationem se contulit: primus de maiestate dei, demonum ordine, animarum 

mutationibus sapientissime disputavit; primus igitur theologie appellatus est auctor. 

Eum secutus Orpheus secundas antique theologie partes obtinuit; Orphei sacris 

initiatus est Aglaophemus ; Agleophemo successit in theologia Pythagoras, quem 

Philolaus sectatus est, divi Platonis nostril preceptor. Itaque una prisce theologie 

 

 

41 Hanegraaff, “How Hermetic was Renaissance Hermetism?,” 184. 
42 Michael B. Allen, “Introduction” in Marsilio Ficino, xvi 
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undique sibi consona secta ex theologis sex miro quodam ordine conflata est, 

exordium sumens a Mercurio, a divo Platone penitus absoluta. 

(At this time, as the first among the philosophers, he turned from the natural and 

mathematical things to the contemplation of the divine: he was the first to discuss, 

most wisely the majesty of god, the ordering of the spirits, the changes of the souls; 

therefore, he is called the author of theology. Having followed him, Orpheus 

obtained the second rank in ancient theology; Aglaophemus was initiated in the 

mysteries of Orpheus; Pythagoras succeeded him in theology, (Pythagoras,) whom 

Philolaus followed, the teacher of our divine Plato. Thus, one primal theology was 

brought about, completely accordant with itself, from six theologians, somehow in a 

wonderful order, taking a beginning in Mercury [i.e., Hermes Trismegistus, MvW] 

and completely brought to a close in divine Plato.)43 

3.8 Conclusion 

All in all, we can say about the “historical background of Ficino’s time in general and 

Cosimo’s anticipation regarding the Corpus Hermeticum in particular,” that Ficino lived in a 

time of reunion, when, due to the Byzantine scholars who fled to Italy together with their 

manuscripts, many sources on Plato and other ancients philosophers that had been veiled 

under the cover of the Greek language and the cultural separation between Western Europe 

and Byzantium up until then, suddenly became available, sparking a renewed interest in 

these philosophical currents. Ficino belonged to a discussion group that called itself the 

Platonic Academy, was sponsored by Cosimo de’ Medici, and repudiated the Aristotelean 

tradition that had taken over Western thinking in the form of scholasticism since its 

reintroduction by Thomas Aquinas. In doing so, they initially returned to the Neoplatonist 

tradition that had survived through the writings of Augustine, but when the new texts 

became available, Ficino devoted himself to translating these works and going “ad fontem.” 

The Neoplatonist influence remained, however, an important factor in Ficino’s thinking. The 

internal disunity within the Church and the lack of a fixed definition of orthodoxy, together 

with political protection by Cosimo, ensured Ficino’s intellectual freedom. The translation of 

the Corpus Hermeticum was a commission by Cosimo, and the nature of the relationship 

between Cosimo and Ficino, Cosimo being Ficino’s patron, may have influenced Ficino’s 

attitude towards this job. Finally, Ficino and Cosimo had high expectations of Hermes 

Trismegistus, because Ficino believed in an ultimate esoteric wisdom at the root of all 

Platonic and Christian revelation and saw Hermes as the first in line to conceive and pass on 

this knowledge. 

  

 

 

43 Marsilio Ficino, “Argumentum Marsilii Ficini Florentini in librum Mercurii Trismegisti ad Cosmum 

Medicem patrie patrem,” in Mercurii Trismegisti Pimander sive de potestate et sapientia Dei, Campanelli, 

ed., 4, lines 30-41. 
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4 GREEK AND LATIN COMPARED AND CONTRASTED 
 

The first step of our research must be to compare both texts on the broadest basis, without 

differentiating in significance or drawing any premature conclusions concerning the nature 

of the possible differences, and then to answer the question how different the translation of 

Corpus Hermeticum VI really is from the source text. 

In table 1, a detailed overview is provided of all the places where the Latin text is not a literal 

translation of the Greek. This still very broad condition includes the use of words that differ 

in meaning from those used in the Greek text, in which case a translation of both the Greek 

and the Latin is provided to illustrate this difference, but also all additions, omissions and 

places where the syntactic structure of the translation differs from the source. If some 

difference might appear insignificant, this will not be a reason to exclude it from the table. 

On the other hand, only the notable differences are included, meaning that minor differences, 

like the omittance of particles that one would normally also omit when translating to 

English, are outside the scope of this table.  

For practicality’s sake, we use the line numbering in the Latin text as supplied by 

Campanelli.44 Instead of using footnotes for referencing, short notes have been added in 

italic, refering to editions or translations with the surnames or abbreviations of the surnames 

of the authors (“sic trans. Scott” e.g.), to limit the amount of space needed. Notes by me are 

always in italic, with or without parentheses. A second table right underneath this one 

explains these abbreviations. Even in that table, full citations have not been included. 

Enough information has been given, however, to provide an unambiguous referral to the 

bibliography on page 21. For later use, identification numbers (ID) have also been assigned 

to each entry in the table. Highlighted entries are those that will reoccur in chapters 5 and 6. 

Every entry further consists of the Latin and Greek texts in question, each with their 

respective translations next to them, and a column for additional notes where further 

specifications regarding the relation between the two texts can be made. In case of an 

omittance or addition, the reader will find a capital X in the columns of the text that lacks the 

words at issue (be it the Greek or the Latin) and its translation. If a word needs to be 

supplemented in the translation or if the subject of a sentence or participle contruction that 

follows logically from the preceding sentence needs to be added to understand the difference 

between the text and the translation in an entry, this word is added between chevrons (<like 

this>). Words omitted because they are not a part of the passage under discussion are 

replaced by a bracketed ellipsis: […]. A non-bracketed ellipsis signifies that the cited part is 

grammatically incomplete while the sentence is continued in the original text. When only the 

first and last words of a sentences are copied, but the words in between belong to the 

passage discussed as well, the following sign has been used: ~. Non-italicized words in 

between regular parentheses are words that are present in the original text, but that are 

 

 

44 Campanelli, ed., Mercurii Trismegisti Pimander sive de potestate et sapientia Dei, 43-46 
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irrelevant to the difference noted in the entry and only added for the understanding of the 

reader, i.e. to complete the sentence grammatically or to complete the idea articulated in the 

passage. However, in the translation columns, they can also be optional additions to the 

meaning of a word (like with “exceedingly”, in entry #59). 
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Table 2. All Notable Differences Between the Greek Text and Ficino's Latin Translation 

Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

4 #1 X penitus deeply, inwardly or 

thoroughly, 

completely, entirely, 

utterly 

Adverb added by Fic. 

4 #2 in God alone in unico deo in the only God Inconsistency: in the title ll. 1 & 46 Fic. 

translates lit. with “in solo deo”. 

5 #3 X ipsum itself Fic. add. (cf. l. 47) 

6 #4 <The good> deum God Addition/alteration: Fic. changes acc. in 

ACI by adding “Deum”. In translating the 

Greek literally, one would rather add “

as the acc., based on the 

previous sentence. 

8 #5 without superfluity 

(Fest. trans. “sans 

excès”)  

infinitum infinite  

9-10 #6 in the beginning of 

all things 

Unum […] 

universorum 

principium 

(the) one 

origin/beginning of 

all things 

Whereas in Plut. 71.33 (130r), there is 

clearly a high dot (·) signifying the end of 

the sentence after “ , Fic. chose to 

link these words to the next sentence (

…), breaking off the previous one and 

starting a new sentence with “Unum…”

10 #7 (…that) what 

supplies (sic trans. 

Scott) everything is 

bonum porrigens et 

effundens bonum 

the supplying good 

and the 

lavish/abundant 

Fic. add. “effundens bonum” 
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Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

good (Fest. trans. 

“(…que) ce qui 

pourvoit tout est 

bon”) 

good or (as often as I 

call) the good 

supplying and the 

abundant good 

12 #8 is intellege (id bonum 

[esse]…) 

understand (that this 

good is) 

Fic. add. an imp. In both cases the purpose 

of the sentence is to clarify what is meant 

by “the good” in the previous sentence. 

13 #9 This belongs to / 

this is present in 

nothing else but 

god alone. 

Hoc unico deo adest. This is present in the 

only god. 

Cf. l. 4 (“solo” vs. “unico”); Fic. om. “

 

15 #10 of the beings / of 

everything that is 

cuiusquam of something  

17-

18 

#11 

 

(and being 

wronged does not 

fit him), and <there 

is nothing more 

beautiful (than him) 

>, because of which 

he will desire it.  

in hunc inuria 

incidere nulla potest, 

qua irritatus 

lacessitusve 

scandescat 

no injustice can befall 

him, by which, 

irritated or 

provoked, he can be 

enraged 

Fic. exp. & trans. “

very liberally. 

There seems to be no basis in the Greek 

text for the words “irritatus lacessitusve”. 

If Fic. meant “qua ~ scandescat” to be a 

translation of “

 then he has altered the 

meaning of  

19-

20 

#12 by which he will be 

made angry 

quo contemptus 

indignetur atque 

irascatur 

by which he may be 

offended and made 

angry by contempt / 

having been 

disdained. 

Fic. add. “contemptus” and “indignetur” 
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Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

22 #13 none of these things 

belonging to his 

substance / his 

substance having 

none of these things 

cum hec (i.e. haec) illi 

non accidant 

since these things do 

not befall him 

Fic. trans. gen. abs. with an adverbial 

clause. The Greek also contains a dat. 

poss. and the grammatical numbers of 

“ and   (resp. the ptc. 

and the noun of the gen. abs.) are 

incongruent. 

22 #14 What […] ? nihil nothing Fic. trans. the rhetorical question with an 

affirmative sentence, replacing the 

interrogative pronomen with “nihil”. 

22 #15 X eius nature (i.e. 

naturae) 

of/in his nature Fic. add. 

26 #16 one by one iis que secundum 

unum 

in them that are 

after/by the one 

 

34 #17 so also 

<participation> in 

the good 

sic quoque boni 

participione mundus 

bonus 

so the world too is 

good, because of its 

share in the good 

Fic. suppl. “participione” in abl. & add. 

“mundus bonus” 

34-

35 

#18 In this way, the 

world is good, in 

that… 

Bonum dico, in 

quantum… 

I say good, inasmuch 

as… 

 

37 #19 X preterea moreover Fic. add. 

37-

38 

#20 of things subject to 

passion (sic trans. 

Cop.) 

omnium passionum of all passions Fic. add. “omnium” & Fic. does not 

distinguish between (= 

“passion”) and  (= “subject to 

passion”) 
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Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

39 #21 evil is ordered in 

comparison with 

good  

insuper comparatione 

mali bonum 

good is in 

comparison with evil 

“  corr. Nock 

praeeunte Ficino”, explains Camp. in his 

critical apparatus. 

40 #22 the not exceedingly 

evil 

Id […] quod non 

nimis malum 

quodque minus 

malum 

that which is not 

exceedingly evil and 

which is less evil 

Fic. exp. 

41 #23 here below, in this 

world 

in hominibus among men Minor difference in meaning 

41-

42 

#24 the good here 

below <is>… 

quo fit ut bonum 

nostrum nihil aliud 

sit quam… 

for which reason it 

comes to pass that 

our good is nothing 

else than… 

Fic. exp. 

43 #25 then, herefore Unde illud etiam 

sequitur, ut 

From which it even 

follows that… 

Fic. exp.; the independent clause in Greek 

becomes a dependent clause in Latin, 

while the added “Unde ~ sequitur […]” 

becomes the main clause 

43 #26 here below, in this 

world 

huiusmodi of this kind Fic. refers back to the “bonum nostrum” in 

the previous sentence. 

43-

44 

#27 to be 

pure/clean/free 

(from) 

separatum esse (to) be separated  

44-

45 

#28 X admixtione malorum by a mixture of evils Fic. add. 
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Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

47 #29 X ipsum itself Fic. add. (cf. l. 5) 

48-

49 

#30 the work <of the 

good> 

natura vero boni but the nature of the 

good 

Fic. suppl. “boni” & trans. “  

as “natura”. 

49 #31 as it is impossible X X Fic. om. 

49 #32 does not have room 

for 

neque capere potest  

 

cannot take  

50 #33 bound confectum et 

oppressum 

made together or 

consumed / swept 

away and 

overthrown 

 

52 #34 X ac nugis and jokes/nonsense Fic. add.; it cannot be a translation of 

“ , as Camp. seems to 

suggest, since “stultisque opinionibus” 

clearly is the translation of those words. 

53 #35 is censeo I rate  

55-

56 

#36 <whereas> it is 

rather an 

unsurpassable evil. 

The gluttony <is>… 

Fugiendum imprimis 

malum est ventris 

luxus 

The foremost evil 

which is to be fled, is 

indulgence of the 

belly 

Fic. trans. with “  

“fugiendum” (to be fled), which has a 

different meaning. Moreover, he joins this 

sentence with the next, making “gluttony” 

the subject. In Greek, these words belong 

to the previous sentence, rather than the 

sentence that follows, “
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Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

 being an antithesis 

with  

57 #37 X ingentes enormous Fic. add. 

57-

58 

#38 (god) who has put 

<the thought (sic 

suppl. Scott)> for me 

in the mind / in my 

mind, even <the 

thought> of the 

knowledge of good. 

qui de natura boni 

cogitanti mihi 

sententiam hanc 

certam infundit 

who poured into me, 

while I reflected 

upon the nature of 

the good, this certain 

knowledge. 

Fic. trans. liberally; Fic. om. “  & 

“  but 

add. the ptc. phrase “de natura boni 

cogitanti”, pertaining to “mihi”. He did 

not explicitly trans.  

60-

61 

#39 X ((of) god) (dei) exuberans 

plenitudo 

the flowing 

abundance (of god) 

Fic. add. 

61 #40 of the beautiful 

things 

bonorum of the good things  

62 #41 appear both cleaner 

and purer / more 

unmixed/sincere  

sincere fulgentes 

atque purissime 

shining honestly and 

most purily 

Fic. trans. a finite verb with a ptc. 

pertaining to “supereminentie”; Fic. trans. 

comp. with sup. 

62-

63 

#42 the things that are 

of him themselves 

perhaps in some 

degree…  

heque forte sunt 

essentie dei 

and these 

<supereminences> 

are by chance the 

essences of god 

Fic. seems to miss the connection between 

this sentence and the previous one. In the 

Greek, as read by Nock, “  ~ 

” is one sentence, in which “

” is the subject and “ ” 

the finite verb. Instead, Fic. starts a new 

sentence with “ ” & suppl. “sunt”, 
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Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

interpreting “ ” as the subject and 

“αἱ οὖσαι” as the predicate nominative. 

Furthermore, Fic. trans. “ ” with 

“dei” and “ ” with “forte”, 

pertaining to “sunt” in the newly formed 

sentence, rather than “ ”. 

63 #43 the things that are essentie the essences Fic. may have read “ ”. 

62/63 #44 of him X X Fic. om. 

63 #45 for sane well, indeed, 

doubtless 

 

64 #46 to say asserere to assert, to declare Fic. embellishes the text. 

64 #47 X ullam any Fic. add. 

64 #48 X deus god Fic. suppl. the subject of “habet”/ “ ” 

65 #49 the beautiful (not 

only physical beauty, 

but also “beautiful” 

in a moral sense: 

bonum the good  



 

 

 

 

26 

Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

“moral beauty, 

virtue, honour”45) 

66 #50 everything that falls 

under the eye. 

quecumque sensus 

movent 

everything that the 

senses produce 

 

67 #51 X vane empty Fic. add. (vane = vanae, adj. congruent 

with “adumbrations”) 

67-

68 

#52 but what does not 

fall under <the 

eye>,… 

que vero sensum 

organa 

subterfugiunt,… 

but what instruments 

flee beneath 

perception… 

 

68 #53 …<is> above all the 

<essence? Sic suppl. 

Fest.)> 

X X Fic. om. 

69 #54 the eye acies (oculi) the sharpness of 

vision / the sight / the 

pupil (of the eye) 

Fic. add. 

69 #55 can(not) see (non) cernit does not discern Fic. om. “δύναται” 

70 #56 

(ellipsis: based on previous 

sentence)

<can(not) see> cognoscit know Fic. suppl. 

 

 

45 Liddell and Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ ”. 
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Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

72 #57 or they love God aut ab iis ipse deus 

amatur 

or god himself is 

loved by them 

Fic. trans. act. with pass. 

73 #58 X quoque also, too Fic. add. 

74 #59 

(NB this variation only 

appears in Laur. 71. 33.)

outshining (See 

Fest., p. 77, note 19) 

prefulgens omnibus (exceedingly) shining 

before / in 

comparison with 

everyone/everything 

Fic. add. “omnibus”, probably as a 

complement to the prefix “pre-” to express 

“exceedingly”. 

74 #60 outshone (lit.) or 

illuminated 

illustratum illuminated Because the Laur. 71. 33 reads 

 instead of  

(see entry #59), there is an antithese in this 

MS between the act. and mid. voices of the 

same ptc. Nock suggests the English trans. 

“outshone”, which is the most lit.46 

Ultimately, however, he comes to the 

conclusion that the trans. “illuminée” 

“semble préférable.”47 

75-

76 

#61 

(pertaining to

and ) 

that X X Fic. om. twice 

 

 

46 “ signifie proprement « excéder en lumière ». L’objet serait donc littéralement l’objet dont la lumière est dépassée par une lumière plus grande 

(outshone).” See Nock & Festugière, eds., Corpus Hermeticum, 1:77, note 19. 
47 Ibid. 
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Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

75-

76 

#62 

(A) (B)

(A) 
(B)

irrelevant pulchritude (A) enim 

sine comparatione 

(B), sine imitatione 

(B) bonum (A) 

irrelevant Fic. trans. the parallelism in Greek with a 

chiasm in Latin 

76-

77 

#63 like god himself 

<is> also 

<incomparable and 

inimitable> 

deus enim 

comparationem 

imitationemque 

nullam admictit (i.e. 

admittit: Renaissance 

Latin)  

for god allows no 

comparison and no 

imitation 

Fic. trans. “admictit”, expanding the 

meaning. In the Latin trans. it is not just 

the fact that god himself too (“ ”) is 

incomparable and inimitable that serves as 

an explanation for the incomparability 

and inimitability of the beautiful and the 

good, but rather the idea that god does not 

allow it. Fic. subsequently suppl. 

“comparationem imitationemque nullam”. 

Fic. does not trans. “ ” (ipse). 

77 #64 

(2nd sg pres ind act)

you apprehend X (<noveris> 

(2nd sg futperf ind act)) 

X (<you will be 

acquainted with / 

you will know>) 

Fic. probably intended an ellipsis & om. 

the trans. of “ ”. However, in the 

Greek text, the two instances in which a 

form of “ ” has been used, differ in 

mood: “ ” is ind., while “ ” is imp. 

78 #65 

(2nd sg pres imp act)

apprehend / you 

must apprehend 

noveris 

(2nd sg futperf ind act) 

you will be 

acquainted with / 

you will know 

Fic. trans. a 2nd sg imperative with a 2nd sg 

future perfect. 

79-

80 

#66 

(2nd sg pres ind act)

(If) you seek […], 

you also seek […] 

(si) […] quesieris, […] 

queres 

(2nd sg futperf ind act 

& 2nd sg fut ind act) 

If you will have 

sought […], you will 

seek […] 

Fic. om. “ ” & embellishes using more 

varied tenses. 
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Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

80-

81 

#67 (there is <only> one 

road) carrying 

away (to this) 

que ferat (there is <only> one 

road) that leads (to 

this) 

Fic. trans. ptc. with a relative clause 

82 #68 X mortales mortals Fic. add. 

83 #69 beautiful and good bonum good Fic. did not trans. “ ” with 

“pulchrum,” as he did in lines 65; 68-70 

83 #70 dare to say nominare non 

verentur 

are not afraid to 

call… 

 

 #71 […] having seen 

[…] taken/seized 

(beforehand) […] 

using […] fearing 

[…] striving […] 

cum […] notitiam 

[…] habere […] possit 

[…] irretitus et 

illaqueatus sit 

although he can have 

[…] notion […], 

<although> (he) is 

ensnared and 

entangled 

Fic. trans. ptc. with adverbial clauses. 

83-

84 

#72 not even in <his> 

dream in having 

seen anything that 

is good 

cum boni notitiam 

veram habere nullam 

possit 

although he can have 

no true notion of the 

good 

 

84 #73 taken/seized 

(beforehand) 

irretitus et illaqueatus ensnared and 

entangled 

Fic. exp. 

85 #74 insatiately insanabiliter hopelessly, incurably  

85 #75 (i.e. < >) it (i.e. evil) malis evil things Fic. trans. sg with pl 
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Line 

no. 

ID Greek text Translation Latin text Translation Notes 

86 #76 to have / having 

been deprived of it 

(aor inf pass)  

eorum iacturam 

privationemque 

their loss and 

privation 

Idem; Fic. exp. 

86-

87 

#77 (and) 

struggling/striving 

with all <his might> 

omnibus denique 

machinamentis 

viribusque contendat 

finally, he strives 

zealously with all his 

instruments/organs 

and powers  

Fic. suppl. “machinamentis viribusque” & 

trans. “ ” with “denique”. 

87-

88 

#78   not only to possess 

it,… 

ne unico solum malo 

prematur 

not only so that he be 

overcome/grasped 

by the single/only 

evil 

Fic. add. “unico”, makes the sentence 

pass. with an add. abl. auctoris “malo” 

and the pass. form of “premo” as a trans. 

for the verb “ ”. 

 #79   …, but also to 

increase it 

verum ut in 

numerum mala 

magnitudinemque 

augeantur 

but (also) so that the 

evils / evil things be 

increased/enlarged/ 

strengthened in 

number and size 

Fic. exp. by add. “in numerum […] 

magnitudinemque” & made the sentence 

pass., making “mala” the subject, whereas 

in Greek the subject, if suppl., is still 

“ ” 

 #80 human hominum of humans Fic. trans. an adj. with a gen. substantive. 

91-

92 

#81 X id existit ob eam 

potissimum causam 

this […] exist on 

account of this 

principle reason 

Fic. add. 

 #82  we have need of 

them 

nos illis uti opportet it is necessary that 

we use them 

 

 #83 X atque <nos> <illis> 

vesci 

and that we are fed 

with them 

Fic. add. 
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Table 3. A List of Abbreviations Used in Table 1 

Abbreviation Meaning 

abl. ablative 

acc. accusative 

ACI Accusativus Cum Infinitivo 

act. active 

add. addidit/added, addition 

adj. adjective 

comp. comparative 

Cop. Copenhaver, Brian P., Hermetica 

Camp. Campanelli, Maurizio, Pimander 

dat. dative 

exp. expandit/expanded, expansion 

Fest. Festugière, A.-J., Corpus Hermeticum 

Fic. Marsilio Ficino 

gen. (abs.) genitive (absolute) 

imp. imperative 

ind. indicative 

lit. literally 

mid. middle (voice) 

om. omisit/omitted, omission 

pass. passive 

pl plural 

poss. possessive (or “possessivus” in “dat.poss.”) 

ptc. participle 

Scott Scott, W., Hermetica 

sic in that/like manner, thus 

sg singular 

sup. superlative 

suppl. supplevit/supplemented 

trans. translated/translation 
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So, looking at the results of this comparison as presented in table 1, we can conclude that 

there are indeed various notable differences, including but not limited to additions, 

omissions, alterations in the grammatical structure of sentences and differences in the 

meanings of Greek words and their Latin translation, all adding up to a total of 83 instances 

in which the Latin is not a strictly literal rendering of the original Greek. Based on the notes 

included in table 1, we shall further categorise and assess them in the next chapter. 
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5 THE NATURE OF THE DIFFERENCES 
 

Now that we have discerned and listed all 83 notable differences, it is time to categorise them 

and determine their significance, so as to filter the meaningless from those that may be of 

interest for further examination in the last chapter of this dissertation. We shall therefore 

proceed by answering the following sub-question: 

Which differences affect the content and our reading of the text and are therefore possibly significant; 

which difference can be logically explained otherwise? 

5.1 Typology and Assessment 

In answering this question, I have assigned a number of entries from table 148 to one or more 

of the following five categories: omissions (OM), additions (ADD), 

embellishments/explanations (E), supplementations (SUPPL), differences in meaning 

between the Greek word and the word with which it is translated in Latin (DM), and 

syntactical and grammatical alterations (SYN/GRAM).  

Table 4. A Categorisation of the Differences According to Type and Significance 

Type Possibly significant Probably insignificant 

OM #9, #31, #69, #61 #44, #53, #55, #66 

ADD #1, #15, #34, #37 #39, #51, #68 #3, #8, #29, #47, #54, #58 #59 

E #17 #7, #12, #18, #25, #46, #62 

SUPPL #4, #56 #30, #48 

DM #2, #5*, #9, #10, #11, #20, #30 

#33, #40, #49 

#23, #26, #32, #35, #60, #42, #45 

SYN/GRAM #36, #64, #65, #42 #6*, #13* #14, #16, #41, #57, #67 

 

In table 3, the result of this categorisation can be seen. The entry numbers refer to the “ID” 

column in table 1. Those marked with an asterisk concern differences that could at least in 

part be explained by looking at the manuscript. That does not mean that the manuscript 

contains a variant that has not become the main reading in Nock’s critical edition – if so, the 

entry would not have been included in table 1 in the first place – but rather that ambiguities 

which may be linked to unclear punctuation, remarkable similarity between the word in 

question and another Greek word, or grammatical aberrations, make Ficino’s remarkable 

 

 

48 From here on, I will focus on a selection of the entries listed in the previous chapter. I have 

endeavoured to find a representative selection for every category. For most of the others goes that the 

effort of the closer examination needed to typify them outweighs their added value to this thesis. 
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choices understandable, although the reading of this manuscript by later editors such as 

Nock is ultimately more tenable when one takes diacritics and grammatical subtleties into 

account too and has the luxury of having prior knowledge of what the other manuscripts say 

and, therefore, what this manuscript could say, as well as specialist knowledge of the rarer 

ligatures and abbreviations used. I will further explain some of these palaeographical 

conundrums later on in this chapter.    

First I must explain when, for example, an addition, a difference in meaning or a 

supplementation is significant or insignificant. I shall illustrate this distinction with 

examples. When it comes to the significance of additions, differences in meaning or 

syntactical and grammatical alterations, the main criterion is whether or not there are 

substantive implications for the perception of the reader. Take for example entry #14. Here 

the Greek reads: 

(Nock, p. 73, ll. 1-2)  “ ” 

     (“What is left remaining but the good alone?”) 

Here, the implied answer is clearly: “nothing”, and so it does not affect the idea that the text 

conveys if Ficino supplements that implied answer and translates with the following 

affirmative sentence: 

 (Campanelli, p. 43, ll. 22-23) “nihil […] preter ipsum bonum restat.” 

     (“nothing remains but the good itself”; […] = #15) 

On the contrary, Ficino’s choice may in this case even enhance the message. Therefore, we 

can conclude that here, the translation is not significantly deviant. 

It should be noted that the possibilities of significance established in this chapter, always 

concern the conveyance of the philosophical content of the source text. In some cases, the 

instances that I judge insignificant as far as the text’s substance is concerned, are not wholly 

meaningless if one were to look at the style, tone and register of Ficino’s translation. A 

special category form the instances in which Ficino lets Hermes Trismegistus address the 

reader directly by employing imperatives or verbs in the first person singular, where the 

Greek is more neutral and “matter of fact”:  “intellege [+ACI]” (“you must understand 

that...”), where the Greek simply says “ ” (“is”), “Bonum dico, in quantum” (“I say good, 

inasmuch as…”) for the Greek “ ” (“in this way, 

the world is good, in that…”), and “censeo” (“I rate”) for “ ” (“is”) (entries #8, #18, #35 

respectively). Especially the last example affects the meaning of the text, as it implies that 

what follows is the subjective and personal view of the author, rather than a given, and yet 

leaves the content of the text – that is, in this case, the philosophical idea that follows itself – 

untouched. 

The criterion for assessing the significance of supplementations is whether or not the 

supplemented word(s) are the logical words to complete the sentence with. If, for example, a 

non-finite clause in the source text (e.g.: “She said ‘goodbye’ before leaving.”) is translated as a 

finite clause in the translation (e.g.: “She said ‘goodbye’ before she left.”), the criterion for 

assessing the possibility for substantive significance would be: “Is the supplemented subject 
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in the finite cause the same as the implied subject of the non-finite clause (she)?” If it is, the 

supplementation is contextually logical and therefore insignificant. 

By explanations/embellishments I mean the adding of words and/or the changing of a 

phrase’s structure to either clarify the meaning of the text, better convey a word’s meaning or 

connotation in the target language, or embellish the text, adding to the literary qualities of 

the rendering. As we can see in table 3, Ficino does this continually: 

explanations/embellishments occur no less than 7 times in this treatise. In translating “ ”, 

for example, the simple Latin word like “ideo” would suffice. Ficino, however, chose to use 

the much more voluminous “Unde illud etiam sequitur, ut…”, continuing the sentence with 

a dependent clause (entry #25). 

5.2 Further Explanation 

For many of the differences listed in the previous chapter, the categorisation and assessment 

are obvious and do not need any further motivation, other than the above given exposition 

of the criteria applied. For three of the most difficult entries, however, I shall provide some 

extra explanation. I have chosen not to include similar disquisitions for every single 

difference that is not utterly self-evident for the sake of brevity, time and legibility. The aim 

of those that I did include is to illustrate my methods, and in particular the fact that proving 

the insignificance of, for example, entry #5, can be much more difficult than proving the 

possible significance of a difference. 

5.2.1 In Solo/Unico Deo (#2; #9) 

In lines 4 and 13, Ficino opted for a translation of “ ” with which he did not 

only deviate from what the Greek words convey, but also diverged from the decisions that 

he had already made when translating the title, and that he will make later on, when 

translating the same words in line 46. The difference is that between “unico”, the word he 

uses in the title and in line 46, and “unico”, which he uses in the entries that I listed. 

The use of “solo” here can be seen as predicative, which gives the translation “in god alone” 

(and nowhere else). “Unico”, on the other hand, cannot be used predicatively: the only 

possible translation of “in unico deo” is “in the only god”. The Greek text, however, 

consistently uses the word “ ” (“ ”), which can and should be translated as 

“alone”: “in god alone”. So far, I have not been able to find one translation in which the 

Greek was rendered as “in the only god”. Festugière translated: “en (aucune autre que) Dieu 

seul”; both Scott and G.R.S. Mead translated: “in God alone”49; Copenhaver’s translation is 

 

 

49 Walter Scott, ed. & trans., Hermetica: The ancient Greek and Latin writings which contain religious or 

philosophic teachings ascribed to Hermes Trismegistus (Oxford: University Press, 1924-1936), 1:167; G.R.S. 

Mead, trans., The Thrice-Greatest Hermes, Studies in Hellenistic theosophy and gnosis, being a translation of 

the extant sermons and fragments of the Trismegistic literature, with prolegomena, commentaries, and notes 

(London and Benares: The Theosophical Publishing Society, 1906), 2:110. 
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identical except for the capitalisation of God (“in god alone”)50, and Van den Broek rendered 

into Dutch: “(nergens anders dan) in God alleen”51. 

Thus, we can conclude that “solo” is a better and more literal translation, because it leaves 

open the possibility of being interpreted predicatively, like “ ” has been by all the 

translators I consulted. The fact that he was inconsistent with this translation and used 

“unico” in the two other instances could, therefore, have substantive significance. 

5.2.2  – Infinitum (#5) 

With Mr De Rooij I discussed the choice of “infinitum” (“infinite”; line 8 in Campanelli’s 

text) as a translation of “ ” (“without superfluity”). Up until then, my hypothesis 

had been that Ficino misread this word, taking it for “ ”, which means “boundless”, 

in which case, the translation “infinitum” would have made total sense. However, Mr De 

Rooij doubted that conclusion and advised me to have a closer look at the palaeography in 

researching this particular difference. He told me that renaissance scholars would also have 

compared the way the specific combination of letters in this word is written, with other 

instances of the same combination in different parts of the manuscript. In this case, the scribe 

that produced the Plut. 71. 33 manuscript employed a particular ligature to write the epsilon 

in between the pi and the rho. How he did so in “ ” can be seen in figure 2. 

In figure two, we do not only see a loop between the pi and the 

downward stroke that must be the rho, but also a vertical stroke 

above and slightly to the right of the ligature. If Ficino, or Adrianus 

Turnebus, who adopted this reading in the publication of the Greek 

text in 1554, read “ ”, they must have regarded this latter 

stroke as a iota in between the epsilon and the rho. When we follow Nocks reading, we 

should, however, interpret it as an acute accent on the epsilon. Comparing the notation of 

this ligature to similar ligatures elsewhere in this treatise, we should, in my view, that Nock 

was right and that the text really says “ ”. 

I have found six other illustrative appearance of the combination of the letters “ ,” “ ,”  

and “ ”: two occurances of the word “ ,” (figures 3 and 4), one of “ ,” one 

of “ ,” one of “ ,” and one of “ ” (figures 5, 7, 8 and 9 respectively). Nota bene: 

the ligature used to interject an epsilon between a mu and a rho (“ ”) and that to interject 

an epsilon between a pi and a rho (“ ”), are so similar that words in which this 

combination of letters with a mu occurs are as fit for comparison with “ ” as those 

with a pi.  

The words “ ” and “ ” obviously contain the prefix “ ”. These 

letters have their own ligature in manuscripts like Laur. 71. 33. For the reader to be able to 

read also the first part of both words in figures 5 and 9, I included two images: one from 

 

 

50 Copenhaver, Hermetica, 21 
51 Van den Broek and Quispel, trans., Corpus Hermeticum, 89 

Figure 2. "ἀπέριττον," 

Laur. 71. 33, fol 130r 



 

 

 

 

37 

“The Ligatures of Early Printed Greek” by William H. Ingram (fig. 6)52, and one from “An 

Index of Greek Ligatures and Contractions” by William Wallace (fig. 10)53, of the prefix 

without and with the accent on the epsilon respectively. 

Examples of the ligature for “( ) ,” without accent: 

 

 

 

 

 

Examples of the ligature of “( ) ,” with accent: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From these images it becomes more than apparent that the upward stroke in “ ” 

(figure 2) was in fact the scribe’s way of placing an accent on top of the “ ”-ligature. Had 

Ficino examined this in the same way in which I did, he would have come to this conclusion 

too and read “ ”. The fact that he did not, leaves us with three more options: (1) 

 

 

52 William H. Ingram, “The Ligatures of Early Printed Greek,” Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 7.4 

(1966): 389. 
53 William Wallace, “An Index of Greek Ligatures and Contractions,” Journal of Hellenic Studies 43 

(1923): 192. 

Figure 6. The ligatures for "ὑπ" and 

"ὑπερ" as identified by Ingram 

Figure 9. "ὑπέρλαμπον," Laur. 71. 33, fol. 131r 

Figure 10. The ligatures for 

"ὑπέρ" as identified by Wallace 

Figure 4. "ὥσπερ," 

Laur. 71. 33, fol. 131r 

Figure 3. "ὥσπερ," 

Laur. 71. 33, fol. 130v 

 

Figure 5. "ὑπερλαμπόμενον," Laur. 71. 33, fol. 131r 

Figure 7. "μέρει," 

Laur. 71. 33, fol. 130v 
Figure 8. "μέρη," Laur. 

71.33, fol. 131r 
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Ficino did not know the word, and was much more familiar with “ ” so that he 

assumed that this spelling was a mistake and that “ ” had been the original; (2) 

Ficino misread the word due to a lack of care on his part; or (3) Ficino deliberately chose to 

translate less faithfully, in which case it may indicate substantive significance. 

Of these three, the first claim is the most falsifiable. Is “ ” really that rare a word in 

comparison with “ ”? In figures 11 and 12, I have included information on the 

frequencies of both words, extracted from Perseus.54 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

54 “Word frequency information for ἀπέριττος,” Perseus Digital Library, accessed 19 December, 2021, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/wordfreq?lookup=a%29pe%2Frittos&lang=greek; 

“Word frequency information for ἀπείριτος,” Perseus Digital Library, accessed 19 December, 2021, 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/wordfreq?lookup=a%29pei%2Fritos&lang=greek. 

Figure 11. Word frequency information for ἀπέριττος 
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From this information, we can indeed conclude that “ ” is much more frequent than 

“ ”: in the largest corpora, their respective frequencies are 0.107 and 0.025 times per 

10,000 words, meaning that “ ” occurs approximately 4.3 times more often than 

“ ”. It is true that the difference in frequency between the largest and the second-

largest corpus for “ ” is big, but this has to be weighed against the former’s size, 

which is more than double that of the second-largest. 

Therefore, it is not unlikely that Ficino was unacquainted with “ ”. This is more 

likely than a lack of care, while that would not only mean that he misread the 

aforementioned ligature, but also that he missed the fact that there are two taus in the word. 

The possibility of this choice by Ficino having any substantive significance cannot be entirely 

excluded based on the evidence given, but I think that it does suffice to claim that it is 

probably insignificant. 

5.2.3 Sentence Breaks/Merging (#6; #36; #42) 

Another noteworthy feature of Ficino’s translation is the presence of two remarkable 

sentence breaks and one case in which he merges two sentences that were separate in Greek. 

The sentence breaks occur in entries #6 and #42; the merging of two sentences occurs in #36. 

To illustrate this, I shall further clarify the most exemplifying case in point 

In table 1, I noted the following with regard to entry #6: 

Whereas in Plut. 71.33 (130r), there is clearly a high dot (·) signifying the end of the 

sentence after “ , Fic. chose to link these words to the next sentence (

…), breaking off the previous one and starting a new sentence with “Unum…” 

Maybe this is because there is a very distinct 

dot before this phrase as well. In the 

manuscript, these words seem separated from 

the rest and can be seen as either part of what 

precedes or what follows (see figure 13). In 

addition to this, the particle “ ” may have mislead him to the thought that these words 

mark the beginning of a new sentence. Then again, Ficino translates “Unum […] 

universorum principium” (“unum” and principium” being nominativi in Latin), which 

suggests that he read “ ” (nominative) instead of “ ” (genitive) and “ ” (from 

Figure 12. Word frequency information for ἀπείριτος 

Figure 13. "ἐν δὲ ἀρχῇ πάντων," Laur. 71. 33, fol. 130r 



 

 

 

 

40 

 (the numeral “one” in Greek)) instead of “ ”, in which case he was not only clearly 

mistaken about the accents (cf. “ ” with figure 13), but also about the grammar, since 

in Greek, “ ” (neuter, nominative or accusative) and “ ” (feminine, nominative) do not 

have the same grammatical gender and are therefore incongruent. 

The strange thing is, that Ficino’s translation “Unum […] universorum principium,” as the 

subject of the newly started sentence, inevitably leads us to the conclusion that Ficino made 

all of these mistakes. Why else would he have written “unum”, if he did not read “ ”? And 

if he did read “ ”, then he was also mistaken about the congruency of “ ” and “ ”. It 

seems to me, that in this case, there is no other explanation than either ignorance concerning 

the subtleties of the Greek grammar and diacritics, or (incidental) carelessness vis-à-vis his 

job of translating this text. 

Either of these conclusions exclude the idea that there may be a motive relating to the 

content of the passage behind Ficino’s rendering here. In table 3, this difference is therefore 

listed as probably insignificant. 

5.3 Conclusion  

Of the notable differences categorised and/or discussed in this chapter, 45.9% can be 

classified as probably insignificant, meaning that the possibility that Ficino had a motive 

related to the philosophical content of the text can be as good as ruled out, based on 

philological arguments. The remaining 54.1% could be significant, but in order to determine 

their true meaning – if they indeed turn out to have one – one also has to look at the 

philosophical content of the text, the background of Ficino’s thinking and possible conflicts 

between the two. That, however, is what we will do in the next chapter.  
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6 BACK TO THE CONTENT 
 

Now that we have collected and assessed all differences on philological grounds, we should 

further particularize how Ficino differed from the original Greek and what his motives for 

these instances could have been on a philosophical level. This we will do with the following 

research question in mind: 

Is it possible to relate some of the “possibly significant” differences to what we learned about Ficino’s 

own philosophical/historical background in chapter 3? 

Of course, one could choose to, once more, present an itemised analysis of every single of the 

differences first listed in table 1 (see chapter 4) and later established to be possibly significant 

on account of philological intricacies in table 3 (chapter 5), but in order to work towards one 

lucid answer to the main question, I opted for a different approach. 

In this chapter, I shall briefly state what I think Ficino’s subjective relation to the theme of the 

sixth treatise of the Corpus Hermeticum could have been, recalling what we learned about the 

historical background in chapter 3. Then I shall present a selection of citations that may, to a 

degree, substantiate the presence of a single coherent tendentious interpretation in that 

spirit. 

6.1 Ficino and the Good 

Even when one has never read the complete text, the miscellaneous fragments included in 

the previous chapter have probably made it clear that the sixth treatise of the Corpus 

Hermeticum concern the Good and the Beautiful and their locus. According to the Greek text, 

these are “in God alone” and not to be found anywhere in our world. Especially in 

comparison with the other texts in the Hermetic corpus, the tone of this treatise is extremely 

pessimistic. As Scott noted, the doctrine is purely Platonic, the conceptions of  and 

 being derived from Plato, with no discernible Egyptian, Christian or Jewish 

influences, but the text goes beyond Plato in its contemptus mundi (“contempt of the 

world”).55 The author of the text even goes so far as to state that the cosmos is “one mass of 

evil” (paragraph 4). 

This is a view that is too extreme for Ficino. He has a very different view of the Good and 

whether or not we can find it in the world. 

In chapter 3 we have seen how very influential Neoplatonist thinking has remained for 

Marsilio Ficino. The most important Neoplatonic philosopher was Plotinus, whose Enneads 

Ficino translated in 1492. This Plotinus was famous for one contribution to the Platonic 

tradition in particular: the theory of emanation. 

 

 

55 Scott, Hermetica, 2:169 
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The Latin word “emanare” means “to flow out”,56 and it is exactly like that, as “flowing out,” 

that Plotinus described the genesis of the cosmos: flowing out of the One, which is his name 

for the origin of all, a concept that was not difficult for later Christian thinkers to identify 

with God. Mr De Rooij compared this single entity of absolute Good to a bathtub filled with 

too much water. Like the water in the bathtub, the excess of the One overflows. For Plotinus, 

though, it does not stop at one bathtub: underneath the first one, there is a next one, which 

will also be full and overflowing at some point. This process is repeated until the entire 

creation is somehow touched by the abundant Good. In more abstract terms, the ontology 

that results from this process is: 

a system of hypostases which has at the top a transcendent One, beyond Being, and 

about which it is difficult if not impossible to assert anything. In fact, one of the few 

ways we can get to know the One is by telling what it is not. The One, beyond Being 

and a transmogrified version of Plato’s form of the Good, overflows to the next 

ontological level, that of Nous, or Intellect, which contains Plato’s forms. Nous itself 

overflows into the next hypostasis, Psyche, or Soul, which then eventually produces 

the final and lowest level, Hyle, Matter.57 

The farther one is away from the One, the less pure the Good that reaches you is. This 

initially let to a very negative view of matter, even though it is part of the ontological 

scheme, since “matter is as far from good as can be, partaking the form of non-being.”58 Of 

course, the statement “that the Good is in God alone and nowhere else,” is on itself already 

problematic when read through Plotinian eyes, since the very idea of emanation comprises 

that the Good does not remain in God, but overflows into the subsequent hypostases. But 

Ficino’s difficult relation to the text becomes even more understandable if we consider that 

after Plotinus, Neoplatonist philosophy and Ficino himself moved away from Plotinus’ 

strictly negative view of the matter and the corporeal world towards a more ambivalent 

attitude. Iamblichus, for example, took the opposite stance, saying that matter is divine: “as 

the power of the gods cannot be diminished by matter, it must participate in them.”59 Ficino 

himself knew both approaches, which Sergius Kodera in her contribution to Allen’s work of 

Ficino, “The Concept of Matter in Ficino,” described as follows: “the concept of matter as 

something base and mean, lowest in the hierarchy of being, as well as the idea that matter is 

something divine, even God’s first creation, and that, in varying degrees, all things, even 

intellectual beings, are composed of matter and form.”60 Kodera then goes on to explain that 

paradoxical problems like this one lend themselves to explanations in the form of metaphors, 

analogies and myths, in this case, that of Narcissus. Ficino’s point it that the soul “is so 

 

 

56 Lewis and Short, A Latin Dictionary, s.v. “emano”. 
57 Celenza, “Late Antiquity and Florentine Platonism,” 75. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Sergius Kodera, “Narcissus, Divine Gazes and Bloody Mirrors: The Concept of Matter in Ficino,” in 

Marsilio Ficino, 287. Cf. the only sentence that speaks a bit more positively about this world in Corpus 

Hermeticum VI: “  
60 Ibid. 
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captivated by the charms of corporeal beauty, that it neglects its own beauty, and forgetting 

itself, runs after the beauty of the body, which is a mere shadow of its own beauty.”61 When 

Narcissus admires and tries to embrace his own reflection in the water, Ficino interprets this 

as follows: “the soul admires in the body, which is unstable and in flux, like water, a beauty 

which is the shadow of the soul itself.”62 This tells us something vitally important about 

Ficino’s view of beauty in the corporeal world: Ficino acknowledged the existence of a 

“pulchritudo” (“a beauty”) in this world, that is a shadow of the soul itself. This line of 

thinking is particularly Neoplatonic, as Mr De Rooij also explained to me during our 

aforementioned conversation: according to (later) emanationism, it is not just the 

transcendent essence that contains the good, but the immanent existence, the images of the 

ethereal world on the wall of Plato’s, are, to some degree, good as well, because they have 

been “touched” by the radiance of the One. 

The material things that we perceive dismissed as “phantoms and shadowy illusions” in 

Corpus Hermeticum VI, are, therefore, in Ficino’s view things that can just as well be good and 

the beautiful, albeit less purely and to a lesser degree. The treatise, however, states that none 

of the things perceived by the eye can be good or beautiful, since the beautiful and the good 

is “inseparable” from God. “Material body [...] has no room for the good,” the text says, and 

the Plotinian soteriology which holds that our soul can and must “find a way to liberate itself 

from matter and attain union with the One” ( ), since we are ‘enmattered’ beings, 

composed of matter and an immortal soul, a part of which has “remained in the 

supramaterial realm, at the hypostatic level of Nous,”63 is gone completely: “The good cannot 

be cleansed of vice here below, for the good is spoiled by evil here below and, once spoiled, 

it no longer remains good. Since it does not remain so, it becomes evil.” “One dares to say, 

Asclepius, that god's essence (if, in fact, he has an essence) is the beautiful but that the 

beautiful and the good are not to be detected in any of the things in the cosmos.”64 

6.2 Neoplatonist and Emanationist Interpreting 

So how does Ficino deal with this incongruity of his own philosophical background and 

these, for him probably rather disturbing passages. Well, there are a number of interesting 

differences that relate to the problems described in the previous paragraph. 

Immediately in the first sentence of the treatise, we see an attempt to attenuate the most 

extreme, but also the most important claim and the keynote of the text. By adding the adverb 

“penitus” in the phrase “bonum [...] in nullo penitus <est>, nisi in unico deo” (item #1 in 

 

 

61 Ficino, Opera omnia, 1353: “Anima, inquam, sola ita corporalis formæ blanditiis delinitur, ut 

propriam posthabeat spetiem, corporis uero formam , quæ suæ umbra est, sui ipsius oblita sectetur”, 

translation by Sears Janes in Ficino, Commentary on Plato’s Symposium on Love (Dallas, Texas: 1985), 

140-141, quotes in Kodera, “The Concept of Matter in Ficino,” 288-289  
62 Ibid.: “pulchritudinem in fragili corpore, & instar aquæ fluenti, quæ ipsius animi umbra est, 

admiratur.” 
63 Celenza, “Late Antiquity and Florentine Platonism,” 76 
64 These and other English citations from the Corpus Hermeticum in this chapter are translated by 

Copenhaver, Hermetica, 21-23. Translations of the Latin text are mine, MvW.  
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Table 1) he particularizes “in nullo” and slightly tones down the claim that the good is in 

nothing else: it might be in something else than God too, it is just not thoroughly in anything 

else. This makes the claim perfectly acceptable to an emanationist. 

There is another way in which he deals with the idea “that the Good is in God alone and 

nowhere else”: by altering the meaning. Just like with item #1, he leaves the title intact and 

introduces his interpretive translation at the beginning of the actual text, so that the 

Neoplatonist reader may first be bewildered by the extreme title but will soon be set at ease 

as soon as he reads on. As I already noted, every translation of the source text renders the 

Greek “ ” as “in god alone.” The predicatively used “ ” reinforced the 

preceding phrase “in nothing except.” Ficino’s translation “in unico deo” (“in god alone”) is, 

therefore, not only “an affirmation of the oneness of God,” as Klutstein concluded in the 

notes accompanying her translation of Ficino’s Pimander,65 but also, and more significantly, 

another attempt to avoid stressing once more this for Ficino so uncomfortable statement that 

“the good [...] is in nothing except in god alone.” 

Furthermore, item #17 demonstrates that whenever the text hints at some attenuating 

statement, Ficino is eager to immediately add some words that I categorized as 

“explanatory,” drawing the conclusion that the Neoplatonist reader has been waiting for: 

“sic quoque boni participation mundus bonus [Ficino’s addition italicised by me, MvW]” (“so 

the world too is good, because of its share in the good”). 

There is one more very striking indication that Ficino has been thinking about the 

Neoplatonist theory of emanation, or ‘overflowing,’ while translating this treatise about the 

good and the beautiful: in lines 60-61, he adds to the genitive “dei” the words “exuberans 

plenitudo” (item #39). If the reader recalls my simplified explanation of the theory of 

emanation: the idea that god is so full of goodness and beauty that it overflows, like water in 

a bathtub, he will understand that “the (over)flowing abundance of god” is a direct reference 

to this concept. 

6.3 Other Noteworthy Examples of Interpretive Translations 

Another interesting difference is item #11. Here, he translates very liberally and changes the 

meaning of “ ” (“to love” or “to lust after”). Klutstein, in her notes, concludes that 

Ficino did so because he wanted to avoid the subject of sexual passion, to which this term 

belongs.66 In my view, however, the more logical – and less suspicious – explanation is the 

difficulty of the Greek text. In the manuscript, ” lacks an antecedent, leading Nock 

to add “  .” Yet, this explanation is also not conclusive, since the difference in 

meaning between “ ” and “scandescat” is big and cannot be neglected. 

Furthermore, Ficino seems to hesitate sometimes when he translates “ ” – alone or in 

combination with “ ” – as a quality or even the essence of God (see entries #40 and 

#49 in table 1). Occasionally, he decides to translate “ ” with “bonum” (#49), but he is 

 

 

65 Klutstein, "Ficino’s Hermetic Translations: English Translation of His Latin Pimander,” 36, note 131. 
66 Ibid., note 135. 
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inconsistent. In line 65, right after having translated “ ” as “bonum”, he translates 

the combination of “  ” with “pulchrum […] et bonum”, and in lines 

68, 78 and 69-70, he also translates “pulchrum bonumque”. Ultimately, in line 89, he 

translates “decora [...] atque bona [emphasis mine, MvW]” 

Considering the meaning of the word “ ”, there is a strong case for Ficino’s choice of 

“bonum”. In addition to outward beauty, “ ” can also be used “in a moral sense”: 

“moral beauty, virtue, honour”67, whereas in “pulchrum”, that connotation seems less clear: 

it may mean “glorious” or even “noble”, but certainly not “virtue”, when substantivized. 

Looking at both dictionary entries, I can to some extend agree with the conclusion that 

“pulchrum” is a poor rendering of “ ”, provided that it is indeed meant to be this 

“moral beauty”. 

However, a signed annotation by his own hand in the margins of one of the manuscripts 

suggests that Ficino had a different intention.68 In it, he explains that God is the one above 

essence (“ipsum unum super essentiam”). Klutstein concludes from this that he “simply 

could not accept that the essence of God is beauty alone.”69 

If we were to follow Klutstein’s conclusions, it would mean that Ficino had a dogmatic view 

of God and tried to edit the text to fit Christian beliefs. However, in the information we have 

on the historical background regarding religious orthodoxy and intellectual freedom, we 

find no reason for him to do so. What is more, Mr De Rooij explained that Renaissance 

translators like Ficino broke with the medieval habit to render a Christian and cleansed 

reproduction of texts and instead tried to translate more faithfully and stay very close to the 

original text as far as the context of the text is concerned. 

6.4 Conclusion 

Of a number of what we had already established to be possibly significant differences a 

relation with Ficino’s background can indeed be proved. It becomes clear that in multiple 

instances throughout the text, Ficino adds or omits words, embellishing sentences, adding 

conclusions that in his view ought to be drawn and narrowing or even attenuating the 

meaning of sentences, where the statements made in the treatise are incongruous with what 

from a Neoplatonist view can be said about its theme. 

The question remains: is Ficino consistent in his tendentious translation of those passages 

that conflict with his own views and the views of his audience? Here, I can frankly concede 

that he is not. After having translated “in unico deo” in lines 4 en 13, he reverts to “in solo 

deo” in line 46.  

 

 

67 Liddell and Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “καλός”. 
68 Bologna, Biblioteca Comunale dell’ Archiginnasio, ms. A. 86, fol. 19v. See Mercurii Trismegisti 

Pimander sive de potestate et sapientia Dei, Campanelli, ed., 45: “Neque enim essentia deus, sed vel 

ipsum esse vel ipsum unum super essentiam; neque anima mens, sed sed ipsum, super animam 

lumen; neque natura anima, sed origo nature; neque corpus natura, sed vita corporum. Marsilius.”  
69 Klutstein, "Ficino’s Hermetic Translations: English Translation of His Latin Pimander,” 38, note 140. 
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7 CONCLUSION 
 

At the start of this research, the main question has been asked, to what extent Marsilio 

Ficino’s translation of Corpus Hermeticum VI evinces an inducement to a certain 

interpretation. The results of the deductive research that all notable differences as established 

in chapter 3 have been subjected to, together with what we have learned concerning the 

historical background, lead to the conclusion that multiple examples of tendentious 

translation testify to a distinctly Neoplatonic interpretation on the part of Ficino: the possibly 

significant differences which we have deduced in chapter 5 can be related to the idea of 

emanation and Ficino’s attempt to reconcile the content of the text with this theory by adding 

words or altering the meaning of certain phrases is consistent with his Neoplatonic 

background. The particularly Christian motivation for doing so that Klutstein in the notes 

accompanying her translation of Ficino’s Pimander maintains, is, on the other hand, less 

logical, considering the amount of freedom Ficino had and took to enter the realm of what 

would later be called heterodox. 

Until now, we have more or less assumed that Ficino’s interpretive alterations were wholly 

intentional. We should, however, also not refrain from wondering to what extend he 

personally cared for this translation work at the time. That Hermes Trismegistus were to take 

a prominent role in his own philosophy later on is true – although after Cosimo’s death, 

Ficino changed the order of the philosophers of the secta philosophorum when he wrote in his 

commentary to the Philebus (1469) that not Hermes but Zoroaster must have been the first of 

the prisci theologi, with Hermes coming second70 – but in 1463, the dependant relationship 

with his eager patron who wanted to read the Corpus before he died may have caused him to 

exaggerate his personal zest in the Argumentum and focus on quickness rather than 

conscientiousness. Furthermore, the fact that the first printed Treviso 1471 edition was 

unauthorised, demonstrating that he himself did not care to have his translation spread 

across Europe, and the enormous reward that he was to receive in the month he finished his 

Pimander, also make us doubt his own enthusiasm. In one instance, when he translated “

” with “Unum […] universorum principium,” neglecting diacritics and 

grammatical gender (see 5.2.3, pp. 39-40), it becomes particularly clear that carelessness as an 

explanation for difference between the Greek text and its Latin translation cannot be ruled 

out. 

But allowing for carelessness, we can still say that Ficino’s rendering evinces a Neoplatonic 

view on the theme of the treatise because when working in haste, nothing is easier than 

blindly relying on one’s old preconceptions, making the result conform with what one 

expected of it, and the result remains the same, whatever the intention.  

 

 

70 Florian Ebeling, The Secret History of Hermes Trismegistus: Hermeticism from Ancient to Modern Times, 

trans. David Lorton (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2007), 64. 
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8 EVALUATION & DISCUSSION 
 

Now that this thesis is finally finished, I feel primarily relieved. However, I also think that 

there is a lot of improvement possible. In hindsight, there is more than one thing that I 

would have done differently now. 

First of all: the planning. The fact that I am writing this one week after the original deadline 

is one sign of a bad planning. In addition to this, I have exceeded the maximum amount of 

time I was allowed to spend on the final thesis by 13 hours (see Appendix C). I have not been 

able to do the research the way I set it up within the limit of 80 hours. 

This brings me to the next thing that I would do different now: the method. When I started 

this research, I decided to search and filter significant differences by deduction, first looking 

at all notable differences, than researching and filtering these on linguistic grounds, and then 

discussing possible explanations. However, during the process of comparing, I saw that I 

could rather easily spot those differences that change the meaning of the passage in a way 

that would better fit Ficino’s own thinking. Had I started by reading about Ficino’s 

philosophy and focussing on what his personal thoughts on the theme of this specific treatise 

(the good, the good and beautiful, and their locus) – which I now did in chapter 6 and which 

led me to the Neoplatonic idea of emanation – this would almost have been peanuts. 

However, because of my self-imposed methodology, I first had to take into account all 

differences. Although it was good to give a more idea of the broader historical context in 

chapter 3, my general guiding principal of working from the general to the specific did at 

times prove inefficient. 

Of course, if one’s purpose were to do a thorough comparison of the original text and its 

translation, looking at both texts word for word and documenting every finding is a sound 

method of approach. The main question of this thesis was, however, “To what extend does the 

Latin translation of Corpus Hermeticum VI evince the inducement of a certain interpretation of the 

treatise by Marsilio Ficino?” To answer that question it would suffice to start with an informed 

and motivated hypothesis of what Ficino’s interpretation could have been, based on what we 

know about the historical background and the climate of opinion Ficino found himself in 

(referring to the “Renaissance reunion,” the Florentine Neoplatonic Academy, and other 

topics now discussed in chapter 3), and then to substantivate this hypothesis in an essay-like 

text, citing examples of various significant alterations, additions or omissions introduced by 

Ficino in his translation, and translator’s choices that prove that the text consistently evinces 

this one interpretation. 

In that way, I would not have reached the set guideline of 80 hours of research, but 

retrospectively, it would probably have yielded a more cogent answer to my main question. 

Now, I spent more than 30 hours just on table 1. I sometimes had great difficulty listing and 

explaining differences that would later prove to be of no use in answering my main question. 

When itemising the intricacies of the translation, things easily become complicated: one 

addition, for example, can have many implications for the structure of the rest of the 
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sentence (e.g., a main clause becoming an ACI). What is more, it was often difficult keeping 

the different parts of the research apart. In composing table 1, I already had to look at the 

grammatical and linguistic minutiae, and when categorising the differences in chapter 5, for 

example, I also included a category that in fact has to do with the content and purpose of the 

translation too (“explanation/embellishment”) so that I ended up working on multiple 

chapters at the same time. Furthermore, the fact that some entries contained a mix of 

different types of differences and others contained differences that were unique made it 

difficult to label and assess them all. What I originally thought: that I could make a list of 

ground on which one can dismiss a difference as insignificant linguistically and categorise 

them that way, proved to be impossible. As can be concluded from the examples given in 

chapter 5, most of them are simply far too complex. I have thought long about how make an 

overview of all the entry numbers, that would make clear whether they are significant or 

insignificant and on what grounds, and I have tried multiple variants, but even now, I am 

still not satisfied with the way this assessment has been treated in the paper. 

These are all things that I have underestimated and that took me a lot of time. The result was 

that I have not been able to do the part of the research that I found most important: the 

linking of the differences to the content and the context which I did in chapter 6, as 

extensively as I had hoped. Like in chapter 5, my initial purpose to make an integral analysis 

of every difference (linguistically in chapter 5, in relation to the philosophical substance in 

chapter 6) turned out to be unrealistic and I had to adapt my methodology and use a 

selection of examples to illustrate a more general conclusion instead. 

In conclusion, both the time trouble and the to me dissatisfactory balance between the 

general comparison and the more to-the-point parts of the research that directly substantiate 

my final conclusion, can be traced back to my method of approach. I think that in hindsight 

it would have been better if I started with a hypothesis in mind, and then went through the 

text, highlighting those parts that “evince the inducement of a certain interpretation of the treatise 

by Marsilio Ficino.” Of course, for these noteworthy translations, it is vital to exclude any 

explanation on linguistic grounds, but the process of doing so would be more focussed. 

This thesis is but a minor contribution to the field of Renaissance Hermeti(ci)sm and the 

work of Marsilio Ficino as a Renaissance philosopher and translator. My suggestions for 

further research would be: (a) a closer study of the other treatises; (b) a study of what Ficino 

wrote about the Hermetica and how he incorporated Hermetic ideas in his own thinking in 

later life, and (c) research on the influence of this particular translation with its at times 

tendentious nature on other important thinkers, like Erasmus, Newton and Goethe. 

For me personally, I think it now suffices to say that I have learned more than I expected to 

learn, about Hermetism and Renaissance philosophy, but also and in particular about doing 

and setting up a research like this. It is this experiences that I am sure will prove valuable to 

me in later (academic) life. 

 

Middelburg, 29 December, 2021 

Maurits van Woercom 
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APPENDIX B: METHOD OF APPROACH (JULY-SEPTEMBER 2021) 
 

Subject and Research Questions 

 

My Final Thesis will be about the sixth treatise of the Hermes Trismegistus’ Corpus 

Hermeticum and the Latin translation of that treatise by Marsilio Ficino (1471). I will focus 

on the comparing and contrasting both texts, in order to then try and explain Ficino’s choices 

in translating. 

My main question is: To what extend does the Latin translation of Corpus Hermeticum VI evince 

the inducement of a certain interpretation of the treatise by Marsilio Ficino? 

 

My 1st sub-question is: To what extend does the Latin translation differ from the original Greek? 

Next, I will classify the differences: Which differences affect the content and our reading of the text 

and are therefore possibly71 significant; which difference can be logically explained otherwise? (sub-

question 2) 

In the case of omissions the question will be: Are the omission deliberate? However, the answer 

to that question is probably dependent on the answers to sub-question 3, 4 and 5. Therefore, 

omissions will always and automatically be subjected to the next part of the research 

Sub-question 3 logically follows: Which themes are being discussed in the places where text was 

omitted or where the meaning of the text seems to be altered or edited? 

To be able to determine whether or not Ficino made certain choices to induce a reading of the 

text that better suits and complements Ficino’s own ideas, we have to be familiar with his 

own view, or that of his contemporaries, on the philosophical or theological themes that are 

addressed in the treatise. They might, for example, have had certain expectations of the 

hermetic texts that affected his judgement. 

Sub-question 4: What do we know about Ficino’s view on the themes that we discerned in 

answering sub-question 3? In case Ficino did not personally leave any thoughts on these 

subjects: What stance on the themes that we discerned in sub-question 3 would be in line with the 

ideals of the renaissance? 

Sub-question 5: What was Ficino’s motivation and what was the motivation of his patron Cosimo 

de’ Medici for translating the Corpus Hermeticum? What was their audience and why where they so 

interested in this text? 

 

 

71 Whether or not these differences are truly significant can only be determined at the end, after 

answering questions 3, 4 and 5. For now it is only about crossing off those differences that are due to 

the grammar or a misreading of a Greek word. 
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Sub-question 6: Can it be said that the Greek text, in those places where the text is omitted or 

significantly altered, can be read in a way that would conflict with the views and stances presented in 

answering sub-question 4 or the intentions and expectations of Ficino, his patron or his 

contemporaries discerned in answering sub-question 5? 

 

Having answered all these six sub-questions, I expect to be able to draw a conclusion and 

formulate an answer to the main question. 

To start with more than six sub-questions would, in my view, jeopardize the feasibility of the 

research, since many of those questions entail a lot of preparatory work. The first sub-

question, for example, involves a detailed study of both the Latin and the Greek text, in 

which every difference has to be classified and listed. The third sub-question is less work, 

but sub-questions 4 and 5 involve a lot of literature that has to be read to establish Ficino’s 

view on certain subjects. Nonetheless, I will not exclude the possibility of an extra sub-

question being added if necessary. 

 

In case there are no or almost no differences 

My hypothesis for the first sub-question is that the translator has made some interesting 

choices in translating the text in more than one place. If Ficino appears to have translated the 

treatise very literally and if the differences are either absent or insignificant, it is no use to 

continue to classify and explain. In that case, by first conclusion will be that my hypothesis 

appears to be incorrect and that Ficino instead stayed surprisingly close to the Greek text. 

Then, I will reformulate sub-questions 2-6 (I will not throw them in the thrash!) and continue 

researching why Ficino, or maybe his patron, valued a very literal translation so much. What 

was the text’s significance for them? How should we explain this status of sanctity that they 

attributed to this text against the backdrop of the renaissance and the ideas of Marsilio Ficino? 

 

Phased plan 

During the first four weeks, I will contrast the Greek text and its Latin translation, compare 

translations of words and compile an overview of all the choices Ficino made as well as 

significant alterations in the Latin text, whether in form or meaning, compared to the Greek. 

At the same time, during these first weeks, I will write the introduction, including all 

background information on the nature of these hermetic texts, the reception of their content 

during the Renaissance, and existing theories about Ficino and Renaissance Hermeticism. I 

will also describe the method used and motivate the choice of our primary sources. Then, I 

will collect relevant citations and secondary sources needed in answering sub-questions 4 

and 5. 
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Week To Do 

36 Determine treatise, find Latin text, start on introduction 

37 Analysis Greek text and Latin translation, write introduction, 

explanation choice of text 

38 Analysis Greek text and Latin translation, algemene analyse van het 

tractaat 

39 Analysis Greek text and Latin translation, finish introduction 

40 Analysis Greek text and Latin translation, start reading literature on 

Marsilio Ficino, collect citations/material for each sub-question  

41 Finish analysis, answer sub-question 1 & 2, reading literature… ect. + 

works cited 

15-10-21 HAND IN PROGRESS (as per Handleiding profielwerkstuk) 

42 Sub-questions 2 & 3, reading literature … ect. 

43 Answer sub-question 4 

44 Finish sub-question 4 

45 Answer sub-question 5 

46 Finish sub-question 5, start on sub-question 6 

47 Finish sub-question 6, start on conclusion 

HAND IN DRAFT 

48 Writing conclusion 

49 Preparing bibliography, lay-out ect. 

50 “Dotting the I’s and crossing the T’s” 

15-12-21  

/ 22-12-21  

 

HANDING IN FINAL THESIS 

Right date? 15-12-21 (as per PowerPoint BFT, Informatie V6)  / 

22-12-21 (as per Handleiding profielwerkstuk) 
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APPENDIX C: LOGBOOK 
 

Week Date Duration Activities 

36 7-9 3.0 Brainstorming with Mrs Van Duijn; determining 

which treatise to discuss;  

8-9 3.5 Searched for a reliable edition of the Latin text; 

decided on treatise; updated method of approach 

accordingly; set up lay-out MS Word document 

37 15-9 2.5 Set-up table 1; compared lines 1-8 

38 21-9 1.5 Compared lines 8-12 

22-9 2.5 Compared lines 13-18 

39 28-9 2.0 Compared lines 19-25 

29-9 2.5 Compared lines 25-31 

3-10 2.0 Compared lines 31-38 

40 4-10 1.0 Compared lines 39-42 

5-10 2.0 Compared lines 42-47 

6-10 0.0 Worked on TTO reflection forms during final 

thesis periods; compensated by work done on      

4-10, 5-10 and in the weekend (10-10) 

10-10 2.0 Compared lines 48-56 

41 12-10 3.0 Compared lines 56-63; write introduction to table 1 

13-10 1.5 Compared lines 63-66; finish introduction to table 1 

42 NA 0.0 no work done because of school trip 

43 25-10 3.5 Compared lines 66-76 

26-10 4.5 conversation with Mr Désiré de Rooij in 

Roosendaal + reading in the train 

27-10 3.0 Separated choice of texts from the introduction & 

elaborated on the on the background of the Greek 

text background in the chapter Text & Sources. 

29-10 0.5 Made list of topics for chapter 3: “The Historical 

Background” based on conversation Mr De Rooij. 

31-10 4.0 Compared lines 76-86 
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Week Date Duration Activities 

44 3-11 0.5 Worked on “Text & Sources: The Latin Text” 

(Less time spent on thesis than usual due to 

preparations for P&T week 1 and IB individual 

oral) 

45 NA 0.0 no work done because of P&T-week 1 

46 17-11 1.5 Finished Text & Sources; write chapter 3 

21-11 3.5 Compared lines 86-93; work on introduction 

47 22-11 2.0 Start on chapter 5 

24-11 1.5 Reading secondary literature on Ficino & context 

48 30-11 2.5 Work on chapter 5 

1-12 1.5 Reading secondary literature on Ficino & context 

49 8-12 1.5 Write chapter 3 

9-12 2.5 Start on chapter 6 

12-12 3.5 Work on chapter 5; checking references 

50 15-12 2.0 Write conclusion chapter 4; reading secondary 

literature 

19-12 4.0 Finish chapter 3 

51 20-12 4.0 work on chapter 6; start writing conclusion 

21-12 4.5 Write preface; write conclusion; checking citations 

& bibliography 

22-12 5.0 Finished the preface, working on chapter 6, dotting 

the I’s & crossing the Ts of chapters 2, 3 and 5 

23-12  

(at night) 

0.5 

 

Rounding up & handing in a penultimate version 

that included the preface and chapters 1-5, with 

incomplete introduction 

52 27-12 4.0 Finish chapter 6; complete conclusion 

28-12 0.5 Write abstract 

29-12 4.0 Write Evaluation & Discussion, checking ToC, List 

of Tables and Figures, Appendices, references. 

 Total: 93.5 hours 

 

On the 26th, 27th and 28th of February 2022, I edited this final version of the thesis for a 

maximum of 5 hours in total, for submission for an award. 


