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INTRODUCTION

On the Nature of Love is a translation of Marsilio Ficino’s
commentary on Plato’s Symposium. Although Ficino wrote
commentaries on all the Platonic dialogues, he exceptionally
wrote two versions — Latin and Tuscan — of his commentary
on the Symposium. The Latin version was published in 1484,
but the Tuscan version did not appear for another 60 years.

The Tuscan version is called Sopra lo Amore, and the present
volume is considered to contain the first English translation of
this text, which, while running broadly parallel to the Latin,
presents numerous small divergences from it. In the Tuscan
work Ficino’s language equals, or perhaps surpasses, his finest
use of the Latin language in its beauty and eloquence.

The story-line is very simple. On November 7, 1468, nine
men gathered at Careggi to honour Plato’s birthday. After the
meal, the Symposium was read out, and each of the guests — now
reduced to seven, for the bishop was called away to care for
souls, and the doctor was summoned to care for bodies — spoke
on the nature of love. Ficino, who was also present, recorded
what was said, although he himself did not speak, and his
report constitutes the text of his commentary.

His work was eagerly taken up by court circles throughout
Europe and became part of their standard fare for the next
two centuries. Writers and artists were inspired by it. The
topic of idealised love immediately resonated with the makers
and shakers of many countries, particularly Italy, France, Spain,
and England. In more recent times, Ficino’s commentary
has exercised the minds of theologians, philosophers, and
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ON THE NATURE OF LOVE

psychologists. At a convention of more than a hundred Plato
enthusiasts gathered at Delphi in the summer of 2015, this
translation of the Tuscan text was warmly — in some instances,
rapturously — received. There is every reason to be confident
that the influence of the work will continue, for it has rightly
been said that love is the secret password to every heart.

Ficino himself gives the essence in his preface: “We all love
unceasingly in one way or another, but nearly all of us
love wrongly. To put us back on the right road, God inspired
Diotima, who taught Socrates, who revealed the mystery
to Plato, who wrote a book for the Greeks. I have put this
book into Latin and into Tuscan, together with my own
commentary.’

We might add that this book has now been put into English,
the current world-language, in the hope that its message may
play its part in nudging the world away from its propensity
towards hatred and violence and reminding it that more
peaceful and loving times are ever available.

Arthur Farndell.
Plato’s birthday, 2015.
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Preface of Marsilio Ficino of Florence
concerning the book on Love, dedicated to
his very dear friends, those judicious citizens
of Florence, Bernardo del Nero and
Antonio di Tuccio Manetti

AFTER [ong ymctice human Eeings come to be gooc{ at those tﬁings
which they do routinely and frequently; and the more often they do
them, the better they become. Through our foolishness, and to our
distress, this genem[ rule does not obtain in the case of Love. We all
love unceasing@ in one way or another, but near(y all of us love
wrongfy; and the more we love, the worse we become. And 1f oneina
hundred thousand loves correctfy, he is not trusted, because his ways
are not the usual ones. We fall into this extraordinary error (heaven
help us!) because we boldly set out on this exhausting journey of Love
Eefore (em’m’ng about the journey’s end and how to traverse the
cﬁmgerous tracts. As a result, the furtﬁer we wretches 9o the furrﬁer
we stray and the more we su)j%r. Getting lost in this dark wood has
more serious consequences than getting lost on other journeys, for we
make our way there in greater numbers and with greater frequency.

To put us back on the right road, from which we have gone astray,
the supreme Love cy[ divine Providence in ancient times inspirec( a
trufy pure woman in Greece known as the priestess Diotima, who,
ﬁeing in.s}aire({ Gy God and meeting the }aﬁifosoyﬁer Socrates, who was
devoted above all others to Love, mugﬁt fiim what this Euming desire
was, how we can fall from it to the most grievous evil, and how we can
rise again from this to the supreme Good.

Socrates revealed this sacred mystery to our Plato. Plato, a Joﬁi(a-
sopﬁer more reverent than all others, at once wrote a book about
this for the sake of the Greeks. And for the sake qf the Latins 1 have
translated Plato’s book into their tongue; and Eeing encoumgecf Ey
our Lorenzo de’ Medici, the Magnificent, 1 made a commentary on
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ON THE NATURE OF LOVE

the mysteries in that book which were more difficult to understand.
And in order for this ﬁfe-saving manna, sent from Heaven to
Diotima, to be reacﬁ[y available to more }Jecy)['e, 1 have translated
these Platonic mysteries from Latin into T1 uscan, togetﬁer with my
own commentary. This work is addressed to you in yaﬁicufar, my
beloved Bernardo del Nero and Antonio Manetti, because 1 am sure
that you will receive with Love the Love which your Marsilio Ficino
is sending you, and you will make it clear to anyone who might
presume to read this book heedlessly that he will never be able to do
50, becauise no one can embrace the heedfulness of Love with heedless-
ness or take hold of Love with hatefulness.

May the ‘]-(o[y Spirit, divine Love, which inspired Diotima,
illumine our mind and kindle our will, that we may love him in all
his beautiful works, and thus love his works in him and find boundless

joy in his boundless Eeauty,



SPEECH 1

PREFACE
The order of the book

PraTo, Father (f Tﬁi(ascyaﬁers, reached the end of his (lfe, @(ter
com})&zting eigﬁty-one years, on November 7, the very date on which
he had been born. He was sitting at table, and the dishes had been
cleared away.

This banquet, which embraces both the beginning and the end of
Plato’s [ife, was celebrated annually by the early followers of Plato
m’gﬁt down to the times cf Plotinus and Q’oryﬁyry; but these festive
meals were suésequentfy susyemfecf for twelve hundred years.
vaentuaffy, in our own times, the renowned Lorenzo de’ Medici,
wisﬁing to re-establish the Platonic Banquet, entrusted this matter
to Francesco Bandini.

And so, because Bandini had arranged the celebration for
November 7 fie welcomed nine Platonic guests with a sy[endi’c(
recqption at the villa in Careggi. T ﬁey were Antonio cﬁzg(i ?lg(i,
fBisﬁo}a of Fiesole; Ficino the doctor; Cristoforo Landino the poet;
Bernardo Nuzzi the rhetorician; Tommaso Benci; our friend
Giovanni Cavalcanti, who was called the Hero by the other guests on
account of the nobility of his soul and his aristocratic appearance;
Cristoforo and Carlo, sons cf Carlo Marsuy]aini the poet; and, fina(( 8
Bandini wished me to be the ninth, so that, with the addition o
Marsilio Ficino to those listed above, the number of the Muses would
be matched.

And when the dishes had been cleared away, Bernardo Nuzzi took
up the dialogue of Plato named The Banquet of Love and read all
the syeecﬁes from this work. ’After the readi’ng he asked the other
guests to exyoum{ one syeecﬁ each. To this tﬁey all agreec{, and the
exposition of the first speecﬁ (that cf Phaedrus) fe(f Gy lot to Giovanni
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ON THE NATURE OF LOVE

Cavalcanti; that of Pausanias, to Antonio the theologian; that of
fryximacﬁus the doctor, to Ficino the doctor; that of fr’lristcyﬁanes
the poet, to C‘ristcfom the poet; and that of young ‘Agatﬁon, to Carlo
’J\/larsu}o}oini. Tommaso Benci was allotted the c[isputation made

Socrates, and the final speech (that of Alcibiades) fell to Cristoforo
Marsuppini. T hey all approved their lots, but the bishop and
the doctor were obliged to leave, the former to care for souls and the
latter to care for bodies. T} ﬁey both entrusted their “parts to Giovanni
Cavalcanti, to whom the others directed their attention to hear what

he would say.
Giovanni then Eegan to syeaﬁ as fo[fows.

CHAPTER 1

The right way to praise Love.
His dignity and greatness.

DiISTINGUISHED fellow-guests, a most delightful lot befalls
me today, by which I am to represent Phaedrus the Myrrhi-
nusian: that very Phaedrus whose friendship the superlative
orator, Lysias of Thebes, valued so highly that he strove to gain
his goodwill by means of a speech that was crafted with the
utmost care; that Phaedrus whose appearance aroused such
admiration in Socrates that, being moved and borne aloft by its
splendour one day while beside the river Illisus, Socrates sang
of the divine mysteries, even though until that time he had
repeatedly said that he was totally ignorant of all matters, both
heavenly and earthly; that Phaedrus by whose abilities Plato
was so taken that it was to Phaedrus that he dedicated the first-
fruits of his studies: his epigrams, his Laws, and his first book
to deal with beauty, which is called Phaedrus.

So, since I have been judged to resemble Phaedrus — not by
me, of course, for I wouldn’t give myself such airs, but by the



