The Anthropology of Yohanan
Alemanno: Sources and Influences

I
The last third of the 15th century is considered by some
scholars to be the cradle of a new conception of man . In
the writings of Pico della Mirandola and Marsilio
Ficino, an apparently new understanding of the nature
of man came to the fore and it constitutes one of the
most substantial contributions of Renaissance philosophy in general. This concept can be summarized by two
interrelated statements : (a) man is conceived as a
median entity, which stands between the highest and the
lowest beings, serving as an intermediary between them ;
(b) the fact that man was located in this peculiar place
enabled him to change his initial status and to become
whatever he wanted to be, either a lower or a higher
entity. In other words it is this initial ontological state of
man which facilitated the change of his state; the
protean nature of man is conceived as the effect of the
location of man at the center of the universe. In other
words, it is possible to describe the novelty of the
Renaissance view of man not mainly as the result of the
view that man is at the center of the world, or that he can
change himself, but as the synthesis of the ontological
status of man as the center and the nexus of the world,
namely his static status, when it is combined with the
dynamic aspect inherent in the fluid nature of man .
Scholars concerned with Renaissance thought tended
to regard this view of man as the innovation of the
Italian thinkers ; those interested in the preceding stages
of philosophy or theology were inclined to attribute the
above conception of man to its patristic and medieval
antecedents, and would minimalize the contribution of
Renaissance thought. This attitude is obvious, for
example, in the recent book on Pico by Henri de Lubac,
the great expert of Christian medieval interpretation . In
the following pages I shall attempt to contribute to the
of the emergence of the dignity of
man one more intepretation, which, as may be expected,
is connected with my field of expertise, Jewish thought . I
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shall survey two stages of an anthropology which is
similar to that of the two Renaissance thinkers mentioned : a medieval one, found in an Arab philosophical
treatise and one to be found, apparently under the
influence of this treatise, in the writings of Yohanan
Alemanno, the companion and mentor of Pico della
Mirandola. We shall focus upon the view of man as the
intermediary between two extremities and the view of
man as characterized by his being a possible entity.

II
Early in the 12th century, the Spanish-Arab philosopher Ibn al-Sid al-Batalyawsi (1052-1127) wrote a
brief philosophical treatise named The Imaginary
Circles: Kitab al-Hada'iq, in Hebrew Sefer ha-Aggulot
ha-Ra`yoniyot. In 1880 David Kaufmann edited two
Hebrew translations, while the Arabic original was
considered lost .' It was discovered, however, and
printed by Miguel Asin Palacios in 1940 . 1 Jewish
thinkers in Spain were deeply interested in and influenced by this treatise ; it was translated into Hebrew on
three occasions' and was quoted by a long series of
Jewish writers during the medieval and Renaissance
periods.4 The profound influence of this treatise on
Jewish culture has already been described by Kaufmann ;
though he slightly exaggerated the influence of this
treatise, because of his dating al-Batalyawsi too early,'
still its influence was enormous.
This is a Neoplatonic book, which describes the
whole universe by the metaphor of a cosmic circle,
which emerges from God and returns to Him . The entire
non-divine cosmos is arranged in the great circle of
being. The first semi-circle describes all the stages of
creation descending from God, the second semi-circle
depicts the return of the universe to God . Man is
described in the following way :
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he links, by his nature (or creation, in Hebrew Beriy'ato], 6 the
two extremities [gezavotl of the world, and he is the intermediary
['Emzay' ] between them . And the perfection of the two extremities is [found] in the intermediary, which links between them . The
intention is that the Creator, blessed be He, has created an
intellective substance, [`Ezem muskal] and a sensate substance
[`Ezem murgash]; and the perfection of the [divine] wisdom was
when it created the third substance, standing between the two
other substances and linking the two natures ; and man is the
borderline between the world of the intellect [`Olam ha-Sekhel ]
and the world of the senses . ('Olam ha-Hush ] 7

The special place of man is not accidental ; in his
nature he unites the two basic and opposing natures: the
intellective and sensual one . Thus he is more perfect
than the two other natures, which are described as
"extremities" . To this last term I shall return later on.
According to the above quotation, one might assume
that al-Batalyawsi intended to describe the static state of
man; he unifies the extremes but he is not supposed to
become one of them since in that event he would
become less perfect . However, this conclusion is not
corroborated by other discussions in this text, in which
the median nature of man is presented as the perfect
nature, a statement reminiscent of the Renaissance
discussions of the dignity of man . In another passage we
learn that:
Man was created on the borderline between the aquarian and the
non-aquarian nature. And it evinces also that he is the intermediary ('Emzay` ] by [his] nature, because he belongs to [the
domain of] the contingency [or possibility] [mi-heleq ha-'efsharut] and the contingent (or the possible] is, by its nature,
intermediary between the necessary and the impossible . And I
told you on the way of admonition : Repent! . . . And the fact that
man belongs to [the category of] the contigent [or possible] is [as
follows] : he is a form of the [numerous] forms whose substratum
is the hyle, and onto the hyle stands the nature of contingency,
because it sometimes receives a form and sometimes it is stripped
of it; and the form will be sometimes in potentia and sometimes
in actu ; and without the existence of the hyle, the nature of the
contingency [or of possibility] would disappear and things would
exist only in two modes, the necessary and the impossible . 8

Here another description of man is offered ; he stands
not only between the intellectual and the sensual
substances, namely between two kinds of ontological
states but also between two types of logical modes : the
necessary and the impossible . In this context, the moral
dimension of human existence is mentioned; since he is a
contingent or possible entity and a free agent, he is able
to repent . The mention of the repentance is of utmost

importance; it demonstrates that the medieval philosopher envisioned man not only in terms of Avicennian
ontology,9 but also as a person who can determine his
behaviour in one way or another. This is the reason why
we have also proposed the translation of "possible" as
an alternative to "contingent" . The framework of
Avicennian logic and ontology serves here as a framework for a religious definition of man . However, there is
still another level mentioned above : the Aristotelian
physics. Man is contingent because he is a compounded
being, consisting of matter and form, and because of his
material substratum man is a contingent entity . Implicitly, the significance of this statement is that from the
perspective of the form, man has one specific nature ;
however, it is the unstable characteristic of matter that
causes changes, and consequently man is to be defined
as free or contingent . It seems that al-Batalyawsi
describes a paradoxal situation ; man is a changeable or
contingent being but he cannot change his form, because
the origin of the possible change is his matter . In other
words, the nature of man, namely the form, does not
change despite the fact that he is described as a
contingent being. However, I believe that according to
al-Batalyawsi, the attribution of a single form to man, so
characteristic of medieval Aristotelianism, is not necessary. In another passage of his we learn that :
God, blessed be He, has created man as the last of the creatures
and He collected in his nature everything in existence in the
world and he is an epitome of it (of the world] and is called a
microcosmos and he is epitomized from the Guarded Tablet . 10
He located him as a borderline between the world of sense and
the world of intellect and he is the last of the natural creatures
and the first among the intellectual creatures . And he is prepared
to ascend to the supernal world and comprehend it, and he [can]
descend to the lower world and comprehend it. And it was
already said that he is the intermediary between the two
opposites, namely man is a form compounded on the hyle : if he
rejects the passions he will ascend upwards, and if he will pursue
the passions he will descend downwards."

The microcosmic nature of man consists in comprising everything in his nature and consequently he
includes more than one form. This is the explanation
offered for the possibility of man to ascend and descend
on the scale of nature . He actualizes a certain potentiality inherent in his specific nature as a microcosmos .
In other words, man as a microcosmos is a well-known
topos, repeated hundreds of times in medieval literature ." Here, however, this commonplace is understood
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not as a description of the static nature of man but as
motivating his activity. These two types of microcosmism are explicitly alluded to in the book :
He [man] was already depicted in the shape of the macrocosmos ;
consequently, it is appropriate to call him a microcosm because
of two aspects: one of them because of his nature [Beriy'ato],
which does not depend upon his deed . The second is an acquired
aspect, because his bonum is an acquirement [consisting] of the
arrival of the intellectus acquisitus . Indeed the nature [of man[ is
a quality ]tekhunah I and a preparation [hakhanah I inherent in
him, ready to achieve the bonum : if he comprehends his essence
and knows his degree in the world, [then] he comprehended and
achieved [the bonum ] . If he ignores his essence and does not
know what is his degree in the world and what is the intention of
his being the last of all the creatures, he missed and erred . 13

The initial microcosmism, static in essence, is
regarded as the preparation of the second type of
microcosmism, the active one . The meaning of the latter
is to include in himself the other creatures, namely their
forms . This comprising is attained by the process of
intelligizing the other creatures ; the meaning of the
ascent is that man comprehends the higher entities ; the
meaning of this comprehension is either that the mind is
identified with the intelligibles, according to the Aristotelian psychology, or that the human mind comprehends,
or encompasses the form of the intelligibles, according
to the Neoplatonic psychology . In one way or another,
comprehension is the acquirement of the ideic component of all beings . This indeed is the regular definition
of the intellectus acquisitus ; however, I am not aware
of the affinity between the theme of the microcosm and
that of the intellectus acquisitus before the 12th
century . However, it seems that in the above view of alBatalyawsi we can detect the auguries of the later
conception expressed by Bovillus, that by intellection
man understands the macrocosmos and becomes a
microcosmos .' 4
Let me examine the meaning of the term "form". In
the classical Aristotelian use of the word, man has one
definite form which is the form of his species . According
to this understanding of the form it is impossible that
man will change his form . However, it seems that a]Batalyawsi intended another view of form than the
classical Aristotelian one. In a passage of the Imaginary
Circles we read :
The Creator, Blessed be He, cannot be described by an individual form [be-zurah ha- 'ishit ] and not by a form of the species

203

[be-zurah ha-mint], and he cannot be described as having any
deficiency. ) s

Thus the assumption of the philosopher is that we
can describe other beings by the means of the individual
form, which is conspicuously different from the form of
his species. Though modern scholarship agrees that the
concept of individual form emerged only in the 13th
century, it seems that at least the roots, if not a fullfledged concept, was already in existence in the 12th
century and, as I believe, already in the 11th century .' 6
Thus it is possible that the philosopher could write that
the changes of the form of man involves changes of his
individual form, while still keeping the form of the
species. This is a possibility which cannot be excluded,
and it allows a greater area of change for the individual
man.
To summarize : man is described as a microcosmos
because of his constitution, basically because of the
material component, the hyle, and because of his mind,
when it attains the status of the intellectus acquisitus .
Therefore, man is both the sensual world and the
intellective world, and being both of them he is a
microcosmos .

III
One of the Jewish authors who was deeply influenced by
al-Batalyawsi's work and thought was Yohanan Alemanno." Active for some years in Florence, Alemanno
could transmit - and I believe that he indeed did
transmit - concepts found in the Book of the Imaginary
Circles to his contemporaries." As I have attempted to
demonstrate elsewhere, the traces of the influence of alBatalyawsi can be found also in Pico's Oratio de
dignitate hominis, in the peculiar interpretation offered
to the ladder of Jacob ." Here I shall attempt to discuss
Alemanno's view of man as a changeable being and to
compare it to that of Pico .
Let me start with a description of the nature of man
n an untitled writing of his, found in a manuscript in
Paris :
Man was created in such a manner that he is like an intermediary
['Emzay` 1 between the divine and eternal world as an individual,
and between the material and eternal world as a species. And
there are numerous and wondrous instructions about how it is
possible, by the means of them, to reach his aim that his
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composition will include the extremities [gezavot] . And just as
the intellectual and separate world is intellectual as an individual,
so also man can cause his soul to become intellective and
separate of matter, and become eternal as an individual like it
(the intellective world] . And just as the material world, out of
which man is compounded, is eternal as a species, so man is
capable to give birth to noble and righteous sons, eternal as a
species, his seed and the seed of his seed . . . , and just as in the
middle world, which is eternal according to its body and intellect,
none of the two are missing, so man is able to perfect his soul and
his body, by the instructions he was instructed by God by means
of His prophet, the trustful [servant[ of His house, 20 so that he will
become eternal in his body and soul. 21

According to Alemanno, the median location of man
enables him to actualize the eternality inherent in the
nature of the two extremities . By reproduction, man
secures his survival as part of his species, and this act is
explicitly related to his material aspect . By intellection,
he becomes eternal like the supernal world is, and so he
ensures the survival of his individuality. By these two
acts man imitates the natures of the three worlds which
constitute the whole universe ; he becomes individual as
the divine world. His reproduction ensures the similarity
to the lower world and the combination of the two types
of immortality renders him similar to the middle world .
Thus man acquires his microcosmic status not by his
initial constitution but by his acts .
Alemanno apparently follows a]-Batalyawsi by his
emphasis on the "intermediariness" of man as the
middle of the two extremes . The use of the identical
term, qezavot, in order to point to the two opposite
worlds united in the nature of man demonstrates the
dependence of the Renaissance author on his medieval
predecessor . However, a comparison of the positions of
these thinkers reveals that there is a basic divergence
between them. Al-Batalyawsi is mainly interested in the
static state of man, to be transcended by the act of
intellection, which is the only way to change his status .
Standing in the middle, man can descend when he
surrenders to his passions and ascend when he liberates
himself from them. Basically it is the intellectual
achievement that is presented here as the epitome of the
achievement . This ideal is a classical medieval piece of
thought . Alemanno, on the other hand, suggests another
ideal that combines intellection with corporeal reproduction as the perfect way of behaviour . Man must
actualize the two components of his nature in order to
reach his vocation as the intermediary being ." Thus he
transcends each of the two extremes by being able to
behave in ways that are not combined by any of the
cosmic worlds .

It is interesting that Alemanno emphasized the need
of becoming at the same time an individual becoming
similar to the intellectual world - and a species, by
multiplying by reproduction . The last act is not characteristic of man in comparison to the other species . He is
characterized by his possibility to transcend the status of
being part of a species and become an individuum
which stands alone, a sui generis entity. Being human,
according to this author, is to achieve a synthesis that
grants a certain integrity to the composition of the
human personality without suppressing one component
in favour of another . If, on the one hand, man actualizes
himself when he reproduces himself by multiplication
and so contributes to the species, on the other hand by
his intellection and spiritual activity he achieves his
individuality. The last point deserves a more detailed
discussion. Regularly in medieval philosophy, intellection is a manner of transformation of the individuum
into an entity which has no particular characteristics .
The abstraction of the forms is equivalent to the
deletion of the accidental, and thus to the particular
aspects of the intelligibles. By intellection, man absorbs
the general and loses his individuality .23 In Alemanno,
however, it is by a combination of intellection and
theurgy that someone attains the individuality which
mitates the individuality of the intellectual world; it is
possible that also in the case of al-Batalyawsi, the
individual form was related to the higher, rather than the
lower world .
Even more emphatic is another description of the
centrality of man in Alemanno's Commentary on
Genesis named 'Einei ha-Edah :
If God had an end [or a purpose, Takhlit] for the expansion
[hitpashetut[ of existence [mezi'ut], it is man, because he is the
center around whom the lower, supernal and middle worlds are
rotating. This is because he completes the perfection of all the
lower entities, since he is the ultimate perfection of the lower
world and unless he would provide the perfection of the lower
world, when he is perfect, the world would be void and purposeless, as there is no divine thing therein but he . And he repairs all
the channels and the emanations of the supernal and the middle
world because he alone is the recipient of that good in a perfect
manner. And when he receives it all the emanations descending
onto earth are repaired and they act in a perfect way . Therefore
the perfect man is completing [the lower world], [and he[ is
repairing all the supernal beings above and the lower ones
below.24

Here Alemanno present another pair of acts, in
contrast to those mentioned in the first quotation; also,
here the acts are intended to the lower and higher world .
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However, Alemanno alludes here to two different
activities. The personal perfection of man is presented
as necessary for perfection of the lower world ; the
human activity when performed by a Kabbalist is
conceived as necessary for the perfect state of the
supernal world.25 Compared to the quotation from the
commentary on the Torah, here the acts are ultimately
altruistic ; it is the well-being of the external world which
is the aim of human activity, not his becoming immortal
or becoming a microcosmos . It seems that the two pairs
can be conceived as complementary: only the perfect
man, namely he who has attained his personal perfection by intellection and reproduction, can embark on
the reparing or mending activity . If this gradation is
correct, than the theurgical operation is to be conceived
as the highest accomplishment of man . To put it
differently: the perfect man has to attain philosophical
perfection as a precondition for theurgical activity . In
other words, man can achieve a perfection that transcends that of the philosopher.26 This perfection is
achieved by a kind of activity that is not the purely
intellectual one ; it can be done by someone who studied
Kabbalah and this activity can be defined as magic . The
manipulation of the channels and the emanations is
characteristic of the Neoplatonic and magical interpretations of Kabbalah as they occur in Alemanno's
writings ." This description of the gradation of a magical
Kabbalah as higher than philosophy is corroborated by
the ideal curriculum of Alemanno . There, at the end of
the studies we can find a list of magical writings as the
acme of the ideal study . 28 However, there is also another
type of human experience that is located at the end of
the spiritual development : mystical union with God or
Devequt . This ideal, already mentioned in the Bible, has
undergone several metamorphoses in antiquity and in
the Middle Ages, which cannot be traced here ." In
some writings of Alemanno the union with God is
placed just before the magical, or theurgical stage, the
latter being conceived as the highest human activity .29
However, in an important discussion the ideal of
reaching the experience of contact with the divine is
envisioned as transcending the magico-theurgical operations . In his lengthy preface to the Commentary on the
Song of Songs, Hesheq Shelomo, Alemanno indicates
that 'it is possible to ascend, after the purification of the
mind, the various stages of intellection and operations
related to Kabbalistic mystical techniques and rituals, to
the 'Eiyn Sof, the highest divine level according to the
Kabbalists.3 ° In other words, whereas the theurgical
operations consist in the manipulation of the deus
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revelatus, the Sefirotic realm, the highest aspect of the
divine is open to an experience of contact resulting from
the ascent of man .
The various activities enumerated above conspire to
create a picture of the ideal man according to Alemanno:
he is an accomplished philosoper, a magician and
theurgian, and finally a mystic. The different activities
are related to the variety of the cosmic levels, beginning
with the material one and culminating with the highest
divine aspect.
The above discussions emphasize the predilection for
the active man as the ideal man, in comparison to the
medieval philosophical tradition, with its focus on
contemplation. According to Alemanno, man actualizes
his potentiality not only, or at least not mostly, by the act
of intellection, as we find in the Imaginary Circles, but
by transforming the external world. It is the vocation of
man to care for the well-being of the cosmic mechanism,
it is in his reach to rivet its processes and it is his
responsibility to do it . Basically, for Alemanno the
actualization of the human potentialities is not the
crucial concern, but the result of the commitment of the
perfect man to his mission . Neither the display of his
creativity, nor the moulding of the human constitution,
as Pico argues, 31 is the focus of Alemanno's definition of
man. For him, man is not only interested in his
immortality, but he is also an altruistic creature; the
alter is the whole cosmos including the divine world .
Only by standing in an active relation to the other, in the
most general sense of the word, man can perfect himself .
Alemanno's view differs from that expounded by alBatalyawsi, who also recognizes the importance of the
person who possesses the prophetic soul to influence
the souls of the others and to supply laws and statutes
which will order their lives 32 He conceived the double
commitment of the highest type of man to be involved in
both intellectual processes, intellection and instruction
of the others. However, as far as I can see, neither the
cosmic repercussions, nor, surely, theurgical influences
are implied in the conception of the acts of the perfect
man. Alemanno also uses this view of the prophetic soul
and combines it with the concept of Avicenna about the
two faces of soul : one directed to the intellect the other
to matter. 33
I would like to notice that Alemanno does not quote
or use the passage cited above on man as the hyle, or as
possible or contingent . However, given the great interest
he had in al-Batalyawsi's book, Alemanno could transmit
these views to others, in our case to his companion, Pico
della Mirandola .
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IV
Pico emphasized the median character of man . Doing so
he does not differ from the stance adopted by his older
friend Marsilio Ficino 34 However, it seems that there
are at least two issues in Pico's discussions of the dignity
of man that cannot be detected in the writings of Ficino,
and we shall here ponder the possible genesis of these
innovations . Pico expresses his view of the status of man
in terms that recall the above-mentioned formulations
from the book of the Imaginary Circles and from
Alemanno . In his Commento, I,1 ch . 12, Pico wrote :
La natura del uomo quasi vinculo e nodo del tondo, e collocata
nel grado mezzo dell'universo, e come ogni mezzo participa de gli
extremi, cosi l'uomo per diverse sue parte con tutte le parti del
mondo ha communion e convenenzia, per la quale cagione si
suole chiamare Microcosmo, cioe uno picolo mondo 3 5

The designation of man as the vinculo e nodo del
mondo is obviously influenced by similar expressions in
Ficino 3e The occurrence of the term mezzo, middle,
cannot alone be significant, as it evokes the regular view
exposed already by Ficino that man is the center of the
world . However, the term extremi is reminiscent of the
extremities mentioned in the Imaginary Circles and in
Alemanno . Its occurrence is not so self-evident in the
above text of Pico ; he does not explain what exactly the
extremi are but refers to all the parts of the world . It
seems that this word can be understood more easily as
the result of the influence of one of the texts analyzed
above, or as a discussion referring to the concepts
included in these texts, than as an organic part of the
discussion of Pico . The hypothesis that the extremities
were not original with Pico can be corroborated by the
fact that in another work this term is used in a different
way. In his Heptaplus Pico returned to the theme of the
factor that unifies the extremities:
the union of the extremes cannot be effectuated except through
that nature which, as a means between them embracing both,
unites them easily since it has already united them through the
propriety of its own nature 3 1

The nature that unites the extremes is here not man in
general, but a peculiar person alone: Jesus Christ . He is
understood as possessing both the human and the divine
nature and thus he is able to unify man and God . In
other words, the earlier conception of man as the center
was reinterpreted in Christological terms . Since I am not

aware of an earlier view of Christ as unifying extremes,
it seems that Pico's source is the discussion in the
Commento quoted above. As this author indicates
explicitly, "man can be united with God only through
Him Who - since in Himself He united man to God can, as a true Mediator, so unite men to God" . 38 This
strong assessment seems to differ, if not to retreat, from
the earlier assumption of the excellency of man, who is
able to arrive at the divine by his own potentialities .
Symptomatic of this later tendency is a manifest
Christian, I would say Catholic, treatment of man who
needs the intermediary . The view of man in the later
work of Pico is manifestly different from that expressed
in his earlier work, and this departure from his previous
position is at the same time a retreat from the Renaissance philosophy of man .
A similar issue to that discussed by Pico was raised
by Yohanan Alemanno . He, too, asked the question
how it was possible that man and God, two extremities,
could love each other . Notwithstanding the huge gap
between God and man, Alemanno believes that it is
possible to bridge it by a series of human acts, and each
and every one of them constitutes an intermediary
between man and God . The last one is the ascent of
man, more specifically the sons of Israel, through the
Sefirotic realm up to 'Eiyn Sof.39 Here the solution of
the problem of the extremites is more congenial to the
early Pico, who emphasized the inherent power of man
to become God .
Let me address a Hebrew text, adduced by Yohanan
Alemanno, in the name of a certain person, whose
identity will be proven elsewhere 40 to be that of Pico
della Mirandola :
The view of those who maintain that out of God [the soul
has appeared[ involves the views of those who maintain that it is
God who is to be worshipped and to Him should we cleave, since
it is possible that she [the soul] shall return to the source thence
she was extracted as it is said [Ecclesiastes, 12, 71 "and the spirit
shall return to the Lord who gave her". And the other opinion
involves all the other false opinions and the variety of idolatry,
because they think vain [things) that to Him she will not cleave
but to one of the spiritual forces, to whom it is possible to cleave.
Understand this because it is a wondrous [issue1 .41

As is obvious from the following discussion and from
some other details that will not concern us here, Pico
assumes that it is possible to cleave to God Himself, as
opposed to the view of others who deny this possibility,
allowing the union only with some lower entities . Let me

THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF YOHANAN ALEMANNO

quote a statement of Alemanno, found on the same page
as the one quoted in the above text of Pico :
The majority of the Platonics and others agreed that the creator
of the souls is God and they said that they emerged not from the
power of the other and this is the reason it is possible that they
can return to Him those who cleave to Him, not like the opinion
of the modem ones who maintain that they [the souls[ come from
the Active Intellect or from the Universal Soul . And this is the
opinion of the prophets [who said : "and breathed into his nostrils
the breath of the spirit of life" [Genesis, 2, 71 and it is said "As the
Lord lives that made us this soul" [Jeremy, 38, 161 .12

The similarity between the view of Pico and that of
Alemanno is obvious ; both deny the importance of the
intermediary and affirm that, since the source of the soul
is God, soul can return to Him and cleave to Him .
Alemanno formulated this view in the context of an
explicit disagreement with the opinion of al-Batalyawsi,
maintaining that the human intellect can reach only the
Agent Intellect . Thus, we can understand the divergence
between Alemanno and one of his main sources as the
result of the view, occurring emphatically in Kabbalah,
concerning the divine origin of the soul and the possibility to return to her source . Was Pico's opinion also
formulated in the context of the Imaginary Circles? It
seems that a sentence of this author, found in the
Heptaplus, may be explained as the use of a metaphor
which was basic to this philosophical book, as understood by Pico . Pico assumes that the movement of most
of the bodies is, by their nature, linear, that of the
incorruptible bodies is circular, but it repeats itself .
Whereas
our nature is such that we cannot turn around in a circle and turn
back upon ourselves, but we can be turned around in a circle and
brought back to God by the motive power of the grace .43

The theme of man returning to God as completing a
circle cannot be found in the Imaginary Circles . There
the circle of man begins with the Active Intellect and it
ends with it 44 A]-Batalyawsi could not imagine a return
of the intellect to God. However, Alemanno used the
image of the circle in order to point to the return of man
to God, transcending the limitation imposed by the
negative theology of the Muslim philosopher . He writes,
it is incumbent on man to know what is above the Agent Intellect
in order to complete his essence, and become one essence with
God, not in order to complete the circle of his knowledge and
speculation, as Shelomo has said : "and the soul has returned to
God".45
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Alemanno assumes that the circle of the soul is
different from that of the intellect since the latter is
emanated by the Agent Intellect and returns to it,
whereas the soul stems from God and returns to Him.
Like Pico, Alemanno believes in a circle stemming from
God and ending with Him, which can be completed by
man ascending to the source. Alemanno explains the
force which causes this movement from God and back
to Him, by the Divine Love . 46 This is an addition to
al-Batalyawsi, based upon a quotation of al-Ghazzali ;47
the divine love was replaced in Pico, so I believe, by the
divine grace. In the case of the quotation of Pico by
Alemanno, as in the case of Alemanno's paraphrase of
al-Batalyawsi, the verse of the Ecclesiastes is brought in
the context of the return to God . Indeed this verse is a
locus probans for this topic and it alone does not prove
much . However, it may be pertinent to mention that
Alemanno's quotation of Pico and his own discussion
cite the Biblical verse incorrectly : instead of the term
Ruah, spirit, the term soul, Nefesh, was substituted ."
Moreover, the occurrence of the image of the circle in
the context of the discussion of the same topic may
prove that both Pico and Alemanno formulated their
views in opposition to the Muslim philosopher. However, notwithstanding the deep similarity of the two
thinkers, a basic issue divides them . According to
Alemanno, man alone is able to complete the circle up
to the divine . The occurrence of the view of divine love
as a cosmic power permeating the processes going on in
man and in the cosmos is, however, different from
Christian grace, as the latter is addressed to the individui, in a discrete manner, whereas love as a cosmic
force does not discriminate between persons, who are
free to shape this force according to their acts . For Pico,
it is only by means of the power of grace that this
movement is possible. The basic religious divergences
that divide Judaism and Christianity surface in the way
the two authors treat exactly the same themes . The
power of man is limited, according to Pico - at least the
later Pico - by the need of an external intermediary ; for
Alemanno such an intermediary is not necessary .
Last but not least, Al-Batalyawsi's description of man
as a posssible or contingent being, 'Efshar, mi-heleq ha'Efsharut, which depends on the hyle, might have
served Pico's famous definition of man as an indeterminate being. According to one formulation of the
uniqueness of Pico's view of man, the originality of Pico
is to be found in his emphasis on potentiality :
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Pico took the view a
'
cance and constitutive of his dignity. Aristotle, on the other hand,
viewed potentiality as a mark of deficiency . Whereas realization
or full actuality is an attribute of the supreme being, potentiality is
related to matter - and for fulfilment or actuality must be
overcome . Only full actuality is pure form . It is here that the shift
occurs: man viewed by Pico as endowed with undeterminated
potentialities; he is a creature, to be sure, but a creature parallel
to God as creator. His creativity is the expression of his
potentialities. To put it differently, potentiality is not matter in
Aristotle's sense but the capacity and ability to originate, create,
express. The originator is not the actuality bringing about the
transition from potentiality qua matter to actuality qua form . The
originator and creator is the potential being himself, who relies
on his potentialities.a9

The similarity between this perceptive view of Pico
and that of al-Batalyawsi is, in my opinion, evident .

V
The above discussions were conducted in order to
establish the affinity between the formulations used by
the Jewish author and his sources and those of Pico .
However, even if we were able to prove this point, it
seems that the most important task is still ahead of us .
The significant question is not whether Pico was influenced by a certain statement or theme already in
existence in his intellectual ambiance, or whether
Alemanno was acquainted with the views of Pico, or
even with views of Pico unknown to us . The crucial
question is what such conclusions mean for a better
understanding of Pico's view. Assuming that a dynamic
anthropology, influenced by the book of the Imaginary
Circles, was shared by the two Renaissance authors, are
their anthropologies identical? In other words, what did
they do with the same theme of man as the middle of the
world, which can acquire another status? As we have
seen above, Alemanno elaborated it into a "practical"
attitude, which can be described as an altruistic activity .
With Pico, the result was different . At the center of his
dynamic anthropology stands the actualization of the
individual potentialities as the ultimate desideratum of
human perfection . Being undeterminated, man can
change his position by his acts . Whether this change of
human nature has any external effects is less important
than the particular achievement of the individual .
Creativity for its own sake, rather than the achievement
of an external goal, is envisioned by Pico as ideal.
Whether nature, man or God will benefit, or be hurt, by

human activity seems to be a secondary issue, at least in
Pico's anthropology. It was aptly described by Trinkaus
as "a poetic vision"."
A more cogent comparison seems to involve the
anthropology of Alemanno and that of Marsilio Ficino .
In both cases the emphasis on specific actions is evident,
creativity being only a secondary feature of their vision
of man. In both cases the magus is not only envisioned
as the highest potential of man, but more detailed
discussions as to the significance of the magical actions
are presented. The similarity between Alemanno and
Ficino is ensured by the attenuation of some specific
religious elements in their respective religions. Indeed,
Alemanno conceives the minutiae of Jewish halakhic
practices as the most excellent way of behaviour,
ensuring the possibility to affect the cosmic and divine
worlds . So far, it is a specifically Jewish view of magic .
However, Alemanno attenuated some particular features, such as the eschatological function of the ritual,
and so he opens a way to a more naturalistic understanding of the role of the rituals' So also in the case of
Ficino: deeply involved in the translation of the literature of pagan magic, he absorbed a great lot of it in his
speculative synthesis, though he was cautious enough
not to stir the sensibilities of the Church . The implications of man's magical behaviour, more than the magical
potentialities, are the thrust of these two contemporary
Florentine thinkers . The magic and theurgy of Alemanno
are channelled so as to affect the world and God, in
addition to man and community .
It would be wrong to conclude that the texts analyzed
above are to be considered as the basic sources of the
Renaissance view . In order to be more cautious, one had
better wait for more substantial proofs which will
finalize this question ; in principle I am sceptical as to the
possibility to find one basic source which will solve the
question once and for all . However, I firmly believe that
in the above discussion I have adduced sufficient
material, related to a major concept of the Renaissance,
in order to throw doubt upon the manner in which the
formative period of the Florentine Renaissance is
described and analyzed in modern scholarship : it
virtually ignores the possible contribution of Jewish
figures who were active in Florence and were in close
relations to the most influential among the Renaissance
thinkers . More than providing a clearcut answer, the
aim of the above discussion is to point out the simplistic
and unilateral attitude prevailing in current study of the
Renaissance ; most of the basic intellectual develop-
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ments are explained either as being caused by the
revival of the ancient pagan corpora or as innovations of
the 15th century Christian authors . The imperative to
incorporate concepts stemming from the Muslim and
Jewish cultures is but the repercussion of the comprehensive culture of some of the Renaissance figures,
who must serve as a model for those who endeavour
to explore their thought . However, the relationship
between the Jewish and Christian thinkers of the
Renaissance period is not simple as we are told by
the common type of research . Christian and Jewish
scholars envisioned the Renaissance as simply an
achievement of the Italian Christian authors ; both of
them are aware that Christian scholars studied with
Jewish authors and not vice versa . However, this
awareness is not translated into detailed studies 5 2 I
believe that the present discussion will open the way for
a much more complex approach to what indeed
Renaissance was : an attempt to open medieval culture,
dominated by theology, to other types of thought . This
relative openness included the study of some areas of
Jewish thought . Moreover, the direct contacts with
Jewish figures could have shaped Christian thought
beyond the fact of the emergence of Christian Kabbalah.
I believe that also in other areas, like the view of love,
where the influence of the theories of Leone Ebreo was
so great, also in the case of the new vision of man, it is
reasonable to assume that there was a direct contribution from Jewish thought.
However, we shall not forget that even when such an
influence is detectable, Jewish, in our case the JudeoArabic, thought was appropriated by the Christian
Renaissance figures according to the parameters of their
theology, and the attenuation of Pico's early view of the
dignity of man in the later period testifies to his theological inhibitions . I would like to end my exposition with a
comparative remark : we have discussed certain views of
man as they were formulated by a Muslim philosopher,
a Jewish thinker and a Christian one . The philosophical
text emphasized the philosophical ideal: intellection .
The Jewish author combines intellection with spiritual
and material activities, offering a view of man based on
the premise that man is solely responsible for the status
he can attain, and this status can be union with God . At
the beginning of his literary activity Pico offered a
similar view which was, later on, attenuated by the
assumption that man alone cannot actualize his perfection without the mediation of grace or Christ . Here we
have, in puce, the divergences between medieval
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philosophy, as expressed by most of the Arabic sources,
the Jewish Renaissance thinker who absorbed Kabbalah
and magic, and the Christian author who changed his
mind after he expressed a more audacious opinion on
the dignity of man. It seems plausible to assume that
Alemanno played the regular role Jews played since
the Middle Ages : in our case he was an intermediary
with ancient Greek Neoplatonism, as it was expressed
by Muslim philosophy influenced by Muslim theology ;
and by adding his own views, he fertilized Pico's
thinking.
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