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The idea of spiritus and life in Renaissance

Ryohei Hiruma

In this paper I examine the views of human being and life in Renaissance
period by analyzing their idea of “spiritus”. In the traditional discources of
human being, classical understanding that catches man as the exsistence
which constructed from spirit, soul, and body was general until Renaissance.
While the soul meant the character or identity of man, the spirit meant non-
character principle of human being, which was the external principle
originated from the god or supernatural being and gave intellects and lives.
Then the idea of “spiritus” was used not only in such religious contexts but
also in quite different ones. For instance, they are the following usages in
“De triplici vita” of Marsilio Ficino who was one of the greatest philosophers
in Renaissance.

“Only the priests of the Muses, only the hunters after the supreme good
and truth are so negligent and so unfotrunate that they seem utterly to
neglect that instrument by which they can, in a way, measure and grasp the
whole world. An instrument of this sort is the spirit, which by physicians is
defined as a certain vapour of the blood, pure, subtle, hot and lucid. And,
formed from the sbtler bllod by the heat of the heart, it flies to the brain, and
there the soul assiduously employs it for the exercise of both the interior
and exterior senses. Thus the blood serves the spirit, the spirit the senses,
and finally the senses reason.”

In this text Ficino discussed and praised the spirit as medical idea, which
is the material existense that deeply influences man’s physical body and
soul, and it works as a medium that ties the sense organ and the brain, the
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body and the soul; it is the first instrument of incorporeal soul, an instrument
for sense perception, imagination and motor-activity. The medical idea of
spiritus, which originated with Aristotle’s natural philosophy and Galen’s
medicine, ruled the medicine of Europe through Middle Ages and
Renaissance. By analyzing the idea of spiritus of Ficino, Paracelsus, and
other Renaissance texts, I examine the vitalism of Renaissance that based on
the convince of the vivid relationship between man and world.
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