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I find the whole in elusive fragments: let one be caught


And profoundly known – that way, like a skeleton key, the part


May unlock the intricate whole. What else is the work of art?


C. DAY LEWIS


I son colui che ne’ prim anni tuoi
Gli occhi tuoi infermi volsi alla bellate
Che dalla terra al ciel vivo conduce.


It was I, Love, who in your youth, turned your feeble sight to Beauty; and that will lead you, living from earth to heaven.


MICHELANGELO





Publishers’ Note


THIS IS AN entirely new edition of the third of John Vyvyan’s three insightful books on the philosophy of Shakespeare. It is new in that the entire text has been reset in the same style as our editions of The Shakespearean Ethic and Shakespeare and the Rose of Love.


However, here too some additions have been made which we hope will enhance the usefulness of this edition. Having been educated in Switzerland, John Vyvyan was clearly familiar with the great literature of Italy, France and Germany and has sometimes quoted phrases or passages in the original language. In many cases he gave his own translation or paraphrased the quote. There are, however, some instances where we have felt it helpful, for the benefit of readers less familiar with these languages, to provide some translations as footnotes. We appreciate that translations can never be as apt as the original but we hope they will be useful.


Vyvyan illustrates his argument with many quotations from Shakespeare’s plays. To assist in finding where they appear in the respective plays, we have listed the first line of the quotations at the end of the book and relied on the Oxford University Press edition of The Complete Works for the references. The index has also been considerably enlarged.


In this book Vyvyan traces the influence of Platonism on Shakespeare, particularly as interpreted by the 15th century Florentine philosopher-priest, Marsilio Ficino. At the time Vyvyan was writing few of Ficino’s works were available in English translation, but now most of his works are, or are in the process of translation. Nine volumes of The Letters of Marsilio Ficino and most of the Commentaries on Plato have been published by Shepheard-Walwyn, while Harvard University Press has published a translation of his Platonic Theology.


The Publishers would like to thank the Newman Trust in Dublin for their support in making possible this new edition.


Happily, since we published The Shakespearean Ethic, we have traced the copyright owner, John Vyvyan’s son, Michael Vernon.
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Theseus and Hippolyta


THE FIGURES of Theseus and Hippolyta, firmly enthroned, save A Midsummer Night’s Dream from dissolving into moonlight. They are never led astray by the fairies, and they give the play substantiality. This is more than a stage impression, the stiffening is also intellectual. When Theseus hears the story of the night’s confusions, his comment is, ‘More strange than true’. But Hippolyta insists that it ‘grows to something of great constancy’. The play itself does that. But what is the thing of constancy? The brief answer, I think, is beauty. That may sound deceptively simple; for behind it lies a great part of the Neo-Platonist philosophy of the Renaissance.


Why did Shakespeare choose Theseus and Hippolyta to frame his dream-story? This is the kind of question we ought to ask whenever he brings in mythological figures; because they are always more than ornament, they are part of his parable as well. The Theseus-and-Hippolyta theme – as it is presented to us here – is the turning of a war into a wedding, a sword into a ring: out of chaos has come a birth of beauty. It is to this that the regal couple in the background owe their stability. For the symbolic purpose of this play they have attained the thing of constancy towards which the wavering characters are shown to grow.


This miracle – the bringing of order out of confusion – is performed by love. In Theseus and Hippolyta we see it as achieved; while in the bewildered lovers it is gradually taking place. The principle holds throughout Shakespeare’s comedies. And again we touch a subject where philosophy and drama meet.


Considered philosophically, love and beauty were invented by Plato. And whenever the European mind has theorized about them since – until the Freudians set a cat among the pigeons – some echo of the Symposium or the Phaedrus is nearly always to be caught. Even during the centuries when these dialogues were lost, their influence was felt through intermediaries; and when the Platonic revival came in the Renaissance, they pervaded the thinking of the age. The result was not Platonism, but a radical re-interpretation of it, fused with much else, into a brilliant new amalgam of ideas.


In the first speech of the Symposium, love is said to be the unbegotten power that arose from Chaos in the beginning to create an ordered world; and in the Phaedrus it is a longing that will not rest until man has discovered and become united with immortal Beauty. Both these conceptions – love as creator, and revealer – are important in the Renaissance, but altered by their passage through many lively minds. From the point of view of our present enquiry, the most notable minds linking Plato with Shakespeare are Plotinus, Ficino and Spenser. These we shall consider individually. But what must never be forgotten, in spite of all the newness of the Renaissance, is the background power of medieval thought; because it is due to this that ‘Platonism’ in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries is so confusingly different from the classical philosophy of the same name.


Socrates speaks of the ascent of love, and Dante of its pilgrimage. Shakespeare uses both metaphors, but he prefers the more dramatic idea of love’s testing. Pilgrimage and testing are contributions from medieval religion and drama, and both are valuable to a playwright. But incomparably the most important and striking bequest of the Middle Ages is the heroine: no pretty lady could have insinuated herself into ‘Platonism’ – still less have been enthroned there – but for the prestige of centuries of courtly love.


A Midsummer Night’s Dream, besides everything else that it has to offer, presents a parable. The parable is based on Platonist ideas, but it is erected in a romantic shape that Socrates would have found trivial. Romance was not trivial to Shakespeare. Long before his time, a poetic and mystical tradition had so raised its status that it had become a serviceable vehicle for philosophy: and in studying Shakespeare’s romantic parables, we might perhaps adapt the exclamation of Troilus: ‘This is and is not Plato!’


As soon as the scene has been established by Theseus and Hippolyta, we have a love-test. The union of a pair of lovers, Lysander and Hermia, is opposed by parental and legal authority. If Hermia refuses to give Lysander up, she will either be put to death, or forced to take the veil:


For aye to be in shady cloister mewed,


To live a barren sister all your life.


What ought the lovers to do? Nowadays, we have been so conditioned to accept the rightness of free choice in love that we may not notice that there is an ethical problem. But this is quite a recent outlook. In Shakespeare’s time, even sweethearts would have granted that parents and the law had a certain claim upon their duty, and this consideration is a part of their dilemma. Shakespeare often presents this situation. It is more than a dramatic cliché: it is the problem of Juliet and of Desdemona. And the answer he gives to it is always the same – the highest duty is to love.


Is this mere romanticism? I think it can be shown to be a great deal more. But before attempting to interpret the parable – if there is one – some simpler explanations must be given due weight.


From the point of view of the theatre, Shakespeare took this basic pattern – young love in conflict with old authority – from Terence. In The Lady of Andros, which all Elizabethan schoolboys knew, two pairs of lovers are thwarted by their well-meaning elders; and at the close of a cleverly plotted and amusing story, harmony is made to reign. Terence, with a feeling that is remarkably modern, is always on the side of love, and the sympathies of the audience are engaged accordingly. It is irrelevant, from our present standpoint, that the Roman comedy was indebted to the Athenian; theatrically, The Lady of Andros may be taken as the type of this situation. In Terence, as in Shakespeare, the conclusion is legal marriage; so love and legality are united at last.


In Ovid, whose influence on medieval and Renaissance writers was so great that his ideas can never be safely overlooked, legality does not count for much. For this very reason, since Ovid was far from being a mere Don Juan, a love-relationship imposes for him obligations of its own. And even if Ovid understood these lightly – as matters of good taste and civilized feeling – the love philosophy of the Middle Ages re-interpreted them in depth. When, therefore, Ovid tells his lovers that, because their love is not regulated by law, therefore love itself must make the law between them —


fungitur in vobis munere legis amor…*


he unintentionally enunciated a principle that came to have an almost religious sanction. For Shakespeare’s lovers – although Ovid is not the main reason for it – the love between them is the highest law, and the exterior law must eventually conform to it, and not conversely.


In Ovid, infidelities by either partner were permissible. In the medieval tradition, fidelity between lovers was essential, but marriage was irrelevant and sometimes excluded. The ideal Shakespeare presents combined fidelity with marriage. But marriage may have an other than ordinary meaning in Shakespeare. It is rather a symbol of love’s permanence – ‘the marriage of true minds’ – than any kind of ceremony. And in the sonnets, where his deepest intuitions are expressed, and where no ceremony is in question, what is being recognized is an indestructible relationship:


As easy might I from myself depart,


As from my soul which in thy breast doth lie:


That is my home of love…           109


As in the Phaedrus, sex is beside the point here. But it is not always so. Spenser is also drawing on the Phaedrus – ultimately – for his doctrine of companion souls; and they do become lovers, in the normal romantic sense, on earth. It was possible to have it both ways; and I am inclined to think that Shakespeare did.


In The Passionate Pilgrim, he himself tells us of his admiration for Spenser:


Spenser to me, whose deep conceit is such


As, passing all conceit, needs no defence.


‘Conceit’, of course, is being used in a good sense here; and this reference gives Spenser unique importance as a link.* He is a poet with whose prolixity it is easy to become impatient; but for our present purpose we have only to regard him as a transmitter of ideas, and in this role he is of lively interest. On the one hand, his debt can be traced to the Florentine academicians, and on the other, it is virtually certain that Shakespeare gave sympathetic consideration to his version of their theory of love.


The main points of this theory are conveniently set out in An Hymne in Honour of Beautie. It depends on the Platonic belief in pre-existence – as adapted by the Italian Neo-Platonists – and it explains true love as an act of recognition between immortal companions:


For love is a celestiall harmonie


Of likely harts composed of starres concent,


Which joyne together in sweete sympathie,


To work each others joye and true content,


Which they have harbourd since their first descent


Out of their heavenly bowres, where they did see


And knew each other here belov’d to bee.


If all goes well, something of the harmony of heaven will be realized upon earth. But it is by no means certain that the lovers will recognize each other in this world. They may get entangled with the wrong partners; and in that case, says Spenser warningly, ‘It is not love but a discordant warre’. Clearly, all this has dramatic possibilities; and Shakespeare might have used them, even if he did not believe the theory in its Spenserian form. At all events, it will not be frivolous to enquire if he did, and whether the couples in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, for instance, are moved by such concealed strings.


But whatever conclusion we may come to on this, Shakespeare’s main statement is something more fundamental. If we press our original question – ‘Why, for more than romantic reasons, is the highest duty of Shakespearean lovers neither to their parents nor to the law, but to love?’ – the answer might be because love, and nothing else, will lead the soul to perfection. The Renaissance ‘Platonists’ were agreed about that, and I suggest it provisionally. But it leaves many knots to unravel; and they will be impossible to loosen, unless we take hold of the threads of philosophic argument at their beginnings in Plato and Plotinus. Sometimes, it may almost seem as if Shakespeare is being difficult on purpose, as if he thought rather as Yeats did:


God loves dim ways of glint and gleam;


To please him well my verse must be


A dyed and figured mystery;


Thought hid in thought, dream hid in dream.


It should cause no surprise to us if Shakespeare held the same opinion. The Renaissance was an age of mysterious philosophies; and it delighted to express them in a veiled way, so that they should be both published and not published, in Pico della Mirandola’s phrase, ‘editos esse et non editos’.* At least it would be unwise to assume, in studying Shakespeare, that what shows on the surface is all that he intends. But although his thought may be difficult to explore, I am convinced that it was not confused: he himself knew clearly what he meant, and it should not be impossible for us to find out what it was.


 


* for you love fulfills the function of law.


* Professor A.F. Potts has shown that the subject is even more important than I had suspected; see his Shakespeare and The Faerie Queene, 1958.


* De hominis dignitate, ed. Garin, p.156.
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The Classical Background


The Symposium


IT MAY BE thought superfluous – if not rude – to quote from anything so familiar as the Symposium. Writers on Renaissance philosophy usually take Plato and Plotinus as read, and plunge straight into the fifteenth century. This is proper in a general work; but in a book that aims to trace the vicissitudes of one line of thought, it seems to me that the point of origin ought to be included. Nearly all Renaissance theorizing on love and beauty stems from the two great speeches of Socrates, in the Symposium and the Phaedrus. Besides the legitimate development of Plato’s thought on these subjects, a great deal has been fathered on to him that he never said, and would possibly have disapproved of; and this surely makes it excusable to re-iterate his principal points.


During their preliminary conversations, as Socrates relates them, Diotima says to him:


‘What is this activity called Love? Can you tell me that, Socrates?’


‘If I could, my dear Diotima,’ I retorted, ‘I shouldn’t be so much amazed at your grasp of the subject; and I shouldn’t be coming to you to learn the answer to that very question.’


‘Well, I’ll tell you, then,’ she said; ‘to love is to bring forth upon the beautiful, both in body and in soul.’*


This definition raises more questions than it answers. To bring forth upon a beautiful body is simple enough; but both speakers look on the begetting of children as an unphilosophical activity, and so Diotima proceeds to explain the second kind of love:


But those whose procreancy is of the spirit rather than of the flesh – and they are not unknown, Socrates – conceive and bear the things of the spirit. And what are they? you ask. Wisdom and all her sister virtues: it is the office of every poet to beget them, and of every artist whom we may call creative.


This inevitably calls for some definition of beauty. What is it that the soul is to unite with in order to become fruitful? The answer leads us insensibly to the idea that love is also a quest for beauty, or is the cause of one; and this quest is described as an ascent, or expansion of the understanding, leading to a revelation:


‘And now, Socrates, there bursts upon him that wondrous vision which is the very soul of the beauty he has toiled so long for. It is an everlasting loveliness which neither comes nor goes, which neither flowers nor fades; for such beauty is the same on every hand, the same then as now, here as there, this way as that way, the same to every worshipper as it is to every other.


‘Nor will his vision of the beautiful take the form of a face, or of hands, or of anything that is of the flesh; it will be neither words, nor knowledge, nor a something that exists in something else such as a living creature, or the earth, or the heavens, or anything that is, but subsisting of itself and by itself in an eternal oneness; while every lovely thing partakes of it in such sort that however much the parts may wax and wane, it will be neither more nor less, but still the same inviolable whole.


… And this is the way, the only way, he must approach, or be led towards, the sanctuary of Love: starting from individual beauties, the quest of the universal beauty must find him ever mounting the heavenly ladder, stepping from rung to rung, that is, from one to two, and from two to every lovely body; from bodily beauty to the beauty of institutions; from institutions to learning, and from learning in general to the special lore that pertains to nothing but the beautiful itself: until at last he comes to know what beauty is.


‘And if, my dear Socrates,’ Diotima went on, ‘Man’s life is ever worth the living, it is when he has attained to the vision of the very soul of beauty.


… ‘And remember,’ she said, ‘that it is when he looks upon beauty’s visible presentment, and only then, that a man will be quickened with the true, and not the seeming, virtue – for it is virtue’s self that quickens him, not virtue’s semblance. And when he has brought forth and reared this perfect virtue, he shall be called the friend of God: and if ever it is given to man to put on immortality, it shall be given to him.


‘This, Phaedrus – this, gentlemen – was the doctrine of Diotima. I was convinced: and in that conviction I try to bring others to the same creed, and to convince them that, if we are to make this gift our own, love will help our mortal nature more than all the world. And this is why I


say that every man of us should worship the god of Love; and this is why I cultivate and worship all the elements of Love myself, and bid others do the same; and all my life I shall pay the power and the might of Love such homage as I can. So you may call this my eulogy of Love, Phaedrus, if you choose; if not, well, call it what you like.’


Few passages in literature have stirred the imagination of Europe more deeply than this, and the Renaissance was particularly responsive to it. The soul is presented, here, as the feminine partner in a supremely fruitful union with beauty; but the concept of beauty has been so expanded as to be almost indistinguishable from essence or spirit. Although Plato was not primarily a mystic, his conclusion, if expressed in those terms, is one of the perennial statements of mysticism. ‘It is as if man and woman embraced and a conception took place’* is how a Chinese sage describes the immaculate birth that follows the opening of ‘the golden flower’. And whatever it may mean, this cannot be dismissed as the word-spinning of a philosopher-stylist, because a comparable experience has often been recorded independently.


There are a few statements that last out the centuries – ‘That thou art’, ‘God is Love’, ‘Know thyself’ – which are not fully understandable, and yet have a validity at some level that makes them impregnable. Their very function may be to ‘tease us out of thought’ into vision. And among these – its subsequent history justifies the claim – must be placed the great Socratic assertion: The soul that is united with perfect beauty brings forth perfect virtue. But this affirmation was not simply re-iterated in succeeding centuries, it was re-interpreted, and it is for this that we must watch.


Although many aspects of love are discussed in the Symposium, the one that is chiefly emphasized is creativeness. In the first speech, love is said to be the power that emerges from chaos to establish order in the material universe. Then its influence on plants and animals is touched upon. The healthful harmony of all living bodies is ascribed to it. And we are led gradually to the conclusion that the whole unfolding of existence is love’s work – rising to art, science, philosophy, and culminating in perfect virtue. There are some philosophers who look on all this as an unfortunate lapse on Plato’s part, and hasten to re-inter themselves in his less lyrical productions; but the theme has never ceased to inspire the poets, and never more pervasively than in the age of Shakespeare. The pith of it is presented in the lines of Ben Jonson:


So love emergent out of chaos brought


The world to light!


And gently moving on the waters, wrought


All form to sight!


Love’s appetite


Did beauty first excite:


And left imprinted in the air


Those signatures of good and fair,


Which since have flowed, flowed forth upon the sense,


To wonder first, and then to excellence,


By virtue of divine intelligence!*


The Phaedrus


The second supporting pillar of Renaissance theory is the Phaedrus. Creativeness is not the only thing that is suggested by the doctrine of the ascent: and this dialogue presents the equally important aspect of discovery. In Plato’s view, the best that can be created in the world of time will never be more than material copies of spiritual ideas: these originals are not subject to making and unmaking; and, therefore, the only possible activity with regard to them is not to shape, but to unveil. This can be done; because, as Plato believes, the soul belongs to the spiritual world by its nature, and so to unveil is ultimately to remember.


Love is still represented as the moving power in this; but in the Phaedrus, the stress falls on love as a means to revelation. With Renaissance philosophy as the end in view, this idea is perhaps even more important than that of creativity. By the sixteenth century, the Phaedrus had not only been translated into Latin, but also – for the convenience of the ladies – into Italian;* and Ficino’s original preface was reprinted in this edition, to encourage the fair reader, which is an interesting tribute to her vital role in the redevelopment of ‘Platonism’.


Revelation, inspiration, vision in the mystic sense – it is all a way of knowing something without having thought it out. No one respected reason more than Socrates, and no one was more sure that there is a sphere of knowledge that reason cannot attain. When his arguments reach their highest point, they become visions. But the use of reason is what makes people sane, to dispense with it is to be a lunatic; and so the highest kind of knowledge is reserved for the divinely mad.


Lovers and madmen have such seething brains,


Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend


More than cool reason ever comprehends.


The lunatic, the lover, and the poet


Are of imagination all compact.


Shakespeare presumably took this notion from the Phaedrus, adding the obvious point that there is a lower as well as a higher kind of irrationality.


But to sensible people, all this begs a question. If it is impossible for a lover to be reasonable, would it not be better to restrain all loving lunatics, or at least to discourage them, and to regulate human relationships in a calm and logical way? So rational a man as Socrates is predisposed to think so, and he makes a cogent speech to this effect. The discussion seems to be over; and he is about to leave the shady tree under which he and Phaedrus have been sitting, when he has a warning of conscience:


And I thought that I heard a voice saying in my ear that I had been guilty of impiety, and that I must not go away until I had made an atonement.*


After all, he points out, Love is a god, and therefore he cannot be evil. But the previous speeches took no account of this; and so Socrates proceeds to explain the madness of the lover as a form of true inspiration, like that of the prophet and the poet: all of these may appear to be mad; but what they really possess is a sacred gift, which is indispensable to the revelation of divine things:


… and the prophetess at Delphi and the priestesses at Dodona when out of their senses have conferred great benefits on Hellas, both in public and private life, but when in their senses few or none …*


Something similar is true of the poets:


But he who, having no touch of the Muses’ madness in his soul, comes to the door and thinks that he will get into the temple by the help of art – he, I say, and his poetry are not admitted.†


Reasonable people, in fact, have strict limitations, but beyond them is a glorious company of inspired lunatics, to which true lovers also belong. And just as the prophet and the poet had each a special kind of revelation, so has the lover. This Socrates proceeds to analyse, and it turns out to be the best. He shows that it leads the soul to the recollection of its true nature; and that is to say, that it leads to heaven; for the soul is intrinsically divine, but from falling into embodiment on earth it has lost its wings, and forgotten its reality. It finds, however, on earth, copies or imperfect images of the things of heaven – beauty, wisdom, goodness, and the like – which it once knew in their perfection.


But few only retain an adequate remembrance of them; and they, when they behold here any image of that other world, are rapt in amazement; but they are ignorant of what this rapture means, because they do not clearly perceive.’*


The most vivid and easy to recall of the divine realities is beauty; and beauty, therefore, plays a special part in the re-awakening of the soul to heavenly things.


But of beauty, I repeat again that we saw her there shining in company with the celestial forms; and coming to earth we find her here too, shining in clearness through the clearest aperture of sense. For sight is the most piercing of our bodily senses; though not by that is wisdom seen… But this is the privilege of beauty, that being the loveliest she is also the most palpable to sight.


Now he who is not newly initiated or who has become corrupted, does not easily rise out of this world to the sight of the true beauty in the other; he looks only at her earthly namesake, and instead of being awed at the sight of her, he is given over to pleasure, and like a brutish beast he rushes on to enjoy and beget…


But he whose initiation is recent, and who has been the spectator of many glories in the other world, is amazed when he sees anyone having a godlike face or form, which is the expression of divine beauty; and at first a shudder runs through him, and again the old awe steals over him; and then looking upon the face of his beloved as of a god he reverences him, and if he were not afraid of being thought a downright madman, he would sacrifice to his beloved as to the image of a god.’†


So however little the lover may be aware of the fact, what he is really in love with is the celestial reality, faintly shining through the earthly form. He will never be fully satisfied until this is perceived and known; but from the moment he truly loves, his soul will begin to recover its lost wings. He would like to fly away, but he cannot; he is like a bird fluttering and looking upward and careless of the world below; and he is therefore thought to be mad. And this, Socrates explains, accounts for Love’s poetic name:


Mortals call him fluttering Love,


But the Immortals call him winged one,


Because the growing of wings is a necessity to him.*


It has now become abundantly clear that the kind of love Socrates is leading up to is one that has in it no carnality at all: its real purpose is to restore the human soul to heaven, by re-awakening the knowledge of its own divinity. Distinctions of sex are therefore irrelevant. The relationship is from soul to soul. And the union envisaged is that subsisting between all pure beings in the spiritual world. It might be noticed here – taking a brief forward glance – that many readers feel rather bewildered, some even offended by the unnatural ring of the line in which Shakespeare gives us the key to his intention in The Phoenix and the Turtle:


It was married chastity.


But when we give due weight to Shakespeare’s Platonism, there is little doubt that the idea originates in the Phaedrus; for chastity between lovers – though in this case not ‘married’ – is the specific condition that Socrates lays down for those who are resolved to take, as it were, the short and steeper path to heaven. This is clearly what the Phoenix and the Turtle had done. They had been acting on the advice of Socrates, who, having brought his lovers together, thus proceeds:


After this their happiness depends upon their self-control; if the better elements of the mind which lead to order and philosophy prevail, then they pass their life here in happiness and harmony – masters of themselves and orderly – enslaving the vicious and emancipating the virtuous elements of the soul; and when the end comes, they are light and winged for flight, having conquered in one of the three heavenly or truly Olympian victories; nor can human discipline or divine inspiration confer any greater blessings on man than this.*


Such attainment is of necessity for the few. But the love of those who make a moderate concession to their desires, although it cannot fully restore the wings of the soul, is still of vast benefit. When they pass out of the body, they are as yet unwinged, but they are prepared to mount; and this is a lasting good:


For those who have once begun the heavenward pilgrimage may not go down again to darkness and the journey beneath the earth, but they live in light always; happy companions in their pilgrimage, and when the time comes at which they receive their wings they have the same plumage because of their love.†


The first part of this speech gives us the key to Shakespeare’s thought in The Phoenix and the Turtle. The second is even more helpful: through failing in perfection, these lovers have gained in dramatic value. Those who achieve the condition of ‘Two distincts, division none’, have made their final exit from the theatre; but the others – so far as I know – are the first pair of companion souls in literature, and thus introduce a theme which, after vicissitudes and alterations, becomes explicit in Spenser and possibly implicit in Shakespeare.


For Plato, the companions were first attracted to each other on earth because they had formerly been in the company of the same god in heaven – there is a spiritual tie between them. This required re-interpretation in the Renaissance; and as there was still a recognized association between the gods and the planets, an astrological explanation of such affinities was natural. Spenser found this already worked out for him by Ficino. And so his immortal companions, although originating in the Phaedrus, become ‘likely harts composed of starres concent’. But before passing to the Renaissance, we must bestow a glance on Plotinus.


Plotinus


Plato had affirmed that beyond the world that is in continual flux, there is an ideal world of stable principles. Plotinus – systematizing Platonic philosophy in the light of his own vision, and the thought of six intervening centuries – conceived this higher world as triple: the One, the Universal Mind, and the Universal Soul. This is the Neo-Platonic trinity – a divine cosmos, of which the material world is a reflection or emanation.


The universe is thus conceived at four levels; and each of these is receptive to the one above it and creative of the one beneath. With respect to the material world, therefore, soul is the formative agency; and Spenser is still in this line of thought when he says:


For soule is forme, and doth the bodie make.


But individual souls, when they are immersed in matter, are liable to forget their true nature. And if this happens, their vision of the upper world is lost: looking downward only, they mistake the shadows and reflections of the material world for reality. In this state they are in servitude. They can neither escape from matter nor bring it to order and harmony, until they re-assert their divine selfhood. And Plotinus suggests that two appeals should be made to them: one is to point out the shame of the things they now honour, and the other is to teach or remind them of their lofty race and rank.


As we must restrict our discussion of Plotinus to the aspects of his philosophy that are most relevant to Renaissance literature, we will only consider, here, the role which he assigned to Beauty as an awakening power. His argument is not fundamentally different from Plato’s, but there is a shift of emphasis that is quite significant for the end we have in view. We have noticed that love’s creativeness was stressed in the Symposium, and its ecstasy in the Phaedrus – both leading to the re-discovery of immortal Beauty. Plotinus, in Ennead I, vi – which is indispensable reading for students of Renaissance thought – leads up to the idea of purification as a means to the same end.
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