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Postmortem

Marsilio Ficino,! Apologin contra Savonarolam

Apology of Marsilio Ficino on Behalf of the Many Florentines Deceived by
the Antichrist, Girolamo of Ferrara, the Greatest of Hypocrites, to the Col-
lege of Cardinals

I know, of course, Worshipful Cardinals, that many in the Sacred Coun-
cil marvel that one hypocrite from Ferrara has deceived so many otherwise
clever and erudite Florentine men for nearly a full five years. And with good
reason they wonder exceedingly indeed when they consider that so many
great persons have been duped by one particular man. But truly, no mortal
man, but the most crafty demon, and not a single demon, but a demonic
horde, has assaulted (alas!) miserable mortals through the most occult snares
and duped them by means of astonishing machinations. No one really mar-
vels anymore, but, rather, all grant without controversy that the first parents
of the human race, fortified as if children of God with divine wisdom and
virtue, established in Paradise, and instructed by angels, were nevertheless
deceived by one certain diabolic spirit. Why, then, should it seem marvelous
that the Florentines, exceedingly unfortunate especially at this time, have
been clandestinely besieged and seduced by a strong horde of demons under
an angelic mask? Do we not believe that the Antichrist will miraculously
seduce many persons preeminent in both prudence and probity??

Moreover, that Girolamo, prince of hypocrites, led by a spirit not so
much human as diabolic, has seduced us, not merely setting traps for us but
even sapping our vital energies, there are, in fact, many proofs: a certain
utterly incomparable craftiness in this Antichrist persistently feigning virtues
while in truth disguising vice, a vast passion, a savage audacity, an empty

1. Like Savonarola, Ficino (1433-1499) was the son of a court physician (to the Med-
ici), himself trained as a physician, and was introduced to the philosophy of Ar-
istotle through that training. Under Medici patronage he translated all the works
of Plato into Latin and composed commentaries on many of them. He was or-
dained at the age of forty and eventually became a canon of the Cathedral. As a
philosopher-theologian, he sought to reconcile Neoplatonism with Christianity,
outlining a pagan revelation parallel to the Hebraic. Though not the head of a
formal school, his circle of intellectual intimates is sometimes referred to as a Pla-
tonic Academy. His ideas on astrology and talismans, related to medical lore, were
not generally accepted by colleagues such as Pico della Mirandola.

2. Triple alliteration: vel prudentin probitateque prestantes.
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362 Last Moments

danger that even Francesco Valori'* and Piero Capponi* could not protect
them. That many of them would be done great harm seemed inevitable. If
that had come about, it would have been a great blow to the city, for many
of them were good, wise, and rich men of great houses and family connec-
tions. Dissension would surely have arisen among those who governed, as
happened in the Twenty, and the divisions would have been deep because
several men of nearly equal rank were secking to achieve preeminence. New
upheavals, more parliaments, further expulsions of citizens, and several rev-
olutions would have been the result; and in the end, Piero would perhaps
have returned, which would have meant disaster and ruin for the city.

It was Brother [Girolamo] alone who made it possible to avoid all this
confusion and chaos. He introduced the Great Council, which put a bridle
on all those eager to become masters of the city. He proposed the appeal to
the Signoria, which acted as a safeguard for the preservation of the citizens.
He brought about universal peace simply by impeding those who wanted
to punish Medici supporters under color of re-establishing the ancient order.

Without doubt these efforts saved the city and, as he so truly said,
worked to the advantage of both those who now governed and those who
had governed. Because the results of his works were so good, and because
several of his prophecies were fulfilled, many people continued to believe for
a long time that he was truly sent by God and that he was a true prophet,
despite the excommunication, the trial, and his death. For my part I am in
doubt, and have no firm opinion on the matter. I shall reserve my judgment
for a future time, if I live that long; for time clears up everything. But I do
believe this: if he was good, we have seen a great prophet in our time; if he
was bad, we have seen a great man. For, apart from his erudition, we must
admit that if he was able to fool the public for so many years on so important
a matter, without ever being caught in a lie, he must have had great judg-
ment, talent, and power of invention.

13. Though of the Medicean party under Lorenzo, Valori grew disgusted with Piero
because of his ineptitude. He became an ardent supporter of Savonarola and
leader of the Piagnoni, serving in various offices of the Republic, including Gon-
falonier of Justice. It was he who lowered the minimum age for participation in
the Grand Council from thirty to twenty-four, opening the door to the Com-
pagnacci. He also was chiefly responsible for denying the right of appeal to the
Medicean conspirators of 1497, an incident which led many to criticize Savonarola
for compromising his principles, since this right had been established at his urg-
ing. He and his wife were murdered during the riot which accompanied the attack
on San Marco.

14. A leading Florentine citizen, one of the four ambassadors to King Charles along
with Savonarola, he preferred an oligarchic form of government and became a
fierce opponent of the friar. He was killed in battle at the siege of Soiana, near
Pisa (1496).




