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Theory





1
Fracastoro’s De Contagione and
Medieval Reflection on ‘Action at 
a Distance’: Old and New Trends in
Renaissance Discourse on Contagion
Isabelle Pantin

In the Renaissance, the horrors and mysteries of contagion1 were mani-
fested in their most terrible form by two mysterious diseases: syphilis,
recently introduced in Europe,2 and the plague, which had reappeared in
the West at the end of the fourteenth century.3 The works dedicated to
syphilis were still relatively few and did not constitute a popular genre, but
the latter had already inspired a considerable literature which expressed
both a desperate feeling of impotence in the face of a curse which defied all
human resistance, and a renewed effort to understand it. Thus, depending
on what we are looking for, we can find in these works either remnants of
archaic notions, such as explanations in terms of divine wrath or the use of
analogical and magical thinking, or the first manifestations of a medical
revolution in progress.

Murderous plagues and evasive causes

The plague provides the most striking and the best documented example of
the complexity of the response to contagion. A discouraging disease, the
plague was also stimulating in that it challenged the Galenic conception of
pathology. 

It could still be analysed using Galenic theory, provided that this theory
was carried to its limits. In this view, it was a ‘putrid fever’: its victims
inhaled corrupt air that attacked the organism in tota substantia, by some
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occult quality, and putrefied it as would an instantaneous poison.4 But first
of all, the ‘corrupt air’ explanation, already problematic in itself,5 did not
fit the evidence: medics referred to this thesis, yet, at the same time, they
issued sanitary rules (such as burning the patient’s clothes and mattress6)
that reflected a different conception of the problem. Moreover, the Galenic
doctrine viewed disease as a totally natural process – giving this expression
a meaning that excluded the occult7 – and studied it only through observ-
able experience. However, the plague defied observation. Medics often
noted that it could be present without any external symptoms.8 And
finally, as the result of a kind of ‘Copernican revolution’, the plague incited
medics to centre their reflection on the disease itself and not on the com-
plexion of the patient, as the Galenic approach required. Confronted with
epidemics, they perceived the terrible nature of the disease and sensed that
it would be more effective to base their therapy directly on knowledge of it.

When considering the propagation of the disease throughout the popula-
tion, the recurrent – and sometimes suspicious – problem of ‘action at a dis-
tance’ (also involved in magnetism and astrology9) was encountered. It is
significant that, in the case of the plague, an astrological explanation was
traditionally given: a conjunction between Saturn and Mars. According to
Avicenna, this contributed to the corruption of the air.10 The Black Death
had been preceded, in March 1345, by a conjunction of the three superior
planets (Mars, Jupiter and Saturn) in Aquarius,11 which had been exten-
sively discussed by the doctors of the University of Paris,12 followed by
many theologians, philosophers and physicians.13 A treatise entitled De
peste, composed in Avignon by Raimundus a Vinario, a physician attached
to the papal court and published by Jacques Dalechamps in 1552, stresses
the relations between celestial affluxus and occult properties integrated by
the Creator into certain substances (for example, the magnet): these effects
are all explained by a kind of sympathy based on similitude, analogy or
favourable predisposition (conveniens aptitudo) between the agent and 
the recipient subject.14 By a comparable process, certain malignant stellar
influences can give us the plague when they correspond to a specific dispo-
sition of our bodies (peculiari potestate, seu mavis specifica forma, qua ea valent
in corpora nostra).15 The spread of syphilis inspired similar speculations.16

There was another type of explanation – one that was different, but quite
compatible with the first: the idea of invisible particles transmitted by
breath and bodily fluids. It had been marginally expressed in Antiquity and
the Middle Ages17 to justify the fact that contagion could take place not
only through direct contact, but also at a distance through the air, and
through more or less porous materials touched by sick people;18 these
materials were called fomites, a somewhat ambiguous expression that
referred literally to the kindling feeding a fire: it designated primarily the
receptacles of the infectious particles,19 and sometimes, by extension, the
particles themselves. In the Renaissance, this obscure notion encountered
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that of pestifera semina mentioned in the De natura rerum, when the poem
evokes the pestilence in Athens (first described by Thucydides). According
to Lucretius, these invisible semina move randomly in space and putrefy
the air by amassing together.20 We can observe that there was nothing in
the Lucretian description that could perplex a medic trained in the
medieval tradition, except perhaps the use of the very suggestive term
semina: he had, by other mediations, acquired a similar conception of the
causes of the corruption of the air.

Fracastoro adopted this term (and a variant: seminaria) and extended its
meanings in his De contagione, written in 1538,21 revised around 1542, and
published in 1546, in Venice, with the De sympathia et antipathia.22 The
work concerned all forms of contagious diseases, but the plague and, to a
lesser extent, syphilis offered Fracastoro the most extreme cases, allowing
him to progress as far as possible with his own ideas. He had already dealt
with these two diseases: his great poem, Syphilis, had been published in
1530 (Verona, Da Sabbio),23 and he had composed a short prose treatise on
the same disease, as well as observations on the plague of 1534–35.24

De contagione develops the idea that invisible living seeds (seminaria),
capable of reproducing themselves, are the main agents of the propagation
of pestilential epidemics. Thus, in the history of medicine, Fracastoro is
sometimes viewed as a forerunner announcing the modern approach to
pathology.25 I do not intend to challenge this interpretation, for the history
of science provides many similar examples: the first, seemingly fortuitous,
appearance of imprecisely formulated and insufficiently demonstrated ideas,
which reappear much later in the form of illuminating theories. Is there a
link between the two stages, and what is the nature of this possible link?
This is a major question.

I would simply like to explore another pathway – a complementary
rather than a contradictory one – by examining in De contagione the con-
tinuation of medieval reflection on ‘action at a distance’ and, more pre-
cisely, the theory of species.26

The theory of species

The theory of species reached its full development in the work of Robert
Grosseteste (1168–1253) and Roger Bacon (ca.1214–94); it took its inspira-
tion from two main sources, which were closely linked: the Neoplatonic
metaphysics of emanation, which was expressed most particularly in the
conception of light, and the geometry and physics of optics which had
been elaborated first by the Greeks, then the Arabs,27 before returning to
the West in the thirteenth century.28

According to this Neoplatonic conception, an infinite number of rectilin-
ear rays emanate spherically from every point of everything in the universe
carrying the powers of what they radiate from.29 Thus, natural forces are
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propagated until they find an appropriate receiver in which they can
express themselves, according to the nature of the receiver.30 The term
species is used to designate that which emanates;31 its meaning is ‘aspect’,
‘image’32 or ‘form’, as well as ‘likeness’. The sources, or agents, that produce
species are many: substances, celestial and terrestrial (but not pure matter),
and qualities: heat, cold, humidity, dryness, light, odour, taste and sound
(in other words, the ‘proper sensibles’, sensibilia propria).33

Through the species, the agent always seeks to print its likeness on the
receiver, but this is possible only if the latter has a certain degree of resem-
blance with the former,34 which brings us to the question of sympathy. In
short, species are what allows natural agents to ‘multiply’, although through
a different sort of reproduction from that of physical generation, as it is
carried out without material contact and by the simple activation of a
certain potentiality already present in the receiver, and in the medium
between agent and receiver.35 The species are not transported but succes-
sively generated (‘multiplied’) in the medium, without discontinuity, but
with a progressive attenuation.36

For medieval philosophers, the theory of species was considerably advan-
taged by its association with optics: it thus acquired the possibility of com-
plete geometrization, as David C. Lindberg has demonstrated. However, the
example of optics also shows that the theory was ambiguous from the very
beginning: the light species, which transmitted the image of visible objects,
conformed to the laws of geometry as long as they travelled through trans-
parent or semi-transparent media; in other words, right to the interior of
the eye. But when they were conducted through the dark corridors of the
nerves to the various chambers of the brain, they adopted another form 
of behaviour, similar to that of the spiritus which wandered among the
humours. The same occurred in all the species involved in sensation. The
Renaissance philosophers, and Fracastoro in particular, inherited this com-
bination – which appears strange to our eyes – of a geometrical and almost
mechanical physics, and a physiological approach, apparently as unpre-
dictable as life itself. 

Fracastoro’s synthesis

The theory of species lasted at least until the beginning of the seventeenth
century, thanks primarily to its importance to optics. It is not surprising
that Fracastoro was familiar with it. What is more remarkable is that he
made an in-depth study of its possible application in solving the problem
of contagion, and, with this goal in mind, searched to improve and
complete it. 

It is significant that he appended his treatise on contagion to a broader
study on sympathy and antipathy. Like Fernel and Paracelsus, he thus situ-
ated his medical reflection inside a much larger philosophical framework,
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without limiting himself to the physical world, in the narrow sense of the
expression, since he was also interested in sensations, passions, imagina-
tion and intellectual knowledge.37 His purpose was to examine natural
changes which could not be fully explained within the framework of strict
Aristotelianism. 

Enrico Peruzzi38 has shown, by a thorough examination of some chapters
of the De sympathia and by a comparison with their sources, that Fracastoro
was well acquainted with the philosophical literature dealing with the
species (especially the work of Bacon), and that he accommodated the stan-
dard theory to his own purposes. His chief object was to demonstrate that
the ‘occult’ had no place in philosophy, which had to deal with medium
particular causes, excluding what concerned, on the one hand, metaphysics
and first causes, and, on the other, pure matter.39 All natural phenomena
had natural agents, which might remain ‘latent’. These natural agents were
necessarily either substances or qualities.40 The first finality of all beings
was their own conservation41 which was assured by the first natural cause:
sympathy, or latens consensus rerum.42 This sympathy manifested itself by a
universal connection between bodies (nexus universalis), which excluded
the void,43 and, strictly speaking, action at a distance.44 Thus, in this new
conception of sympathy, a new explanation of phenomena like magnetism
had to be elicited. It was developed as follows.

As the iron body and the magnet are not in contact, they must be linked
by something that is sent from the one to the other.45 This ‘something’ is
not material atoms:46 Fracastoro demonstrates that atomism could explain
some limited effects of magnetism, but not all of them; it cannot constitute
principium commune omnibus.47 Only species spirituales provide a general
solution to the problem.48 In the traditional conception, the species, being
immaterial, have nothing to do with local movement (according to Bacon,
as we have seen, they are not ‘transported’ but successively and ‘spiritually’
generated in the medium): 49 they cannot be involved in the process of
attraction, except by introducing a new quality in the attracted body, that
is, by altering it.50

Fracastoro wanted to remain in the general frame of explanations by
local movement. Thus, he slightly modified the definition of the species: it
was necessary that they be not only qualities, but also perfect substances.51

Thus he assumed that there was a substantial identity between the species
spirituales and the embodied forms from which they emanated; the only
difference was that the former had no spatial limits and were somewhat
attenuated or degraded.52 In other respects, these ‘representations’ or
simulacra of the substances53 had the same capacities and powers as their
sources, and by their propagation they were the main agents of the univer-
sal sympathy and cohesion in nature.

In the case of magnetism, the species of iron and the magnet were
mingled, and a new ‘whole’ (and a new continuum) was formed, constituted

Old and New Trends in Renaissance Discourse on the Plague 7



by the two bodies and by their species. Thus, the attraction could be
explained by the general theory of motus partium in toto, according to the
principle that parts always tend to be reunited in the whole.54 Iron and
magnet, which were mixed bodies, were attracted by each other because
they were somehow similar, even if the similitude was far from complete
and consisted of a latent quid that escaped sensory perception.55 This quid
was not their exclusive property, but a general principle, common to differ-
ent substances.

Contagion was another, more complex case of the so-called ‘action at a
distance’. In this approach, to touch on one of the keys to understanding
the universal order, Fracastoro followed a similar path to Bacon’s, while at
the same time appearing to us an incarnation of the perfect Renaissance
philosopher.

As we have seen, he accepted the same premises as his medieval col-
leagues: the need for sympathy – which involved similitude – between agent
and subject in order for one to act on the other, and the possible existence
of ‘spiritual’ intermediaries, which, although invisible, did not escape
natural laws, since they too entered the confining logic of sympathy.

As in his explanation of magnetism, his first tool was the theory of
species. And the main model he used to understand the propagation of
disease was the propagation of light and sound, which also had two phases,
first in the air or in a fluid, then in the living body. In this way, he was led
to combine two models: one mainly geometrical,56 the other based more
on physiological and biological conceptions. 

He finds no better comparison to describe the spread of contagion than
that of species. Thus, it diffuses itself in orbem, and ‘we see that it imitates
the movement of spiritual “species”, whereas the bodies that possess known
qualities have only one movement upwards or downwards’.57 Chapter 7 of
Book I (‘Quomodo seminaria contagionis ad distans ferantur et in orbem’)
describes the same ‘spherical’ propagation; when it evokes the circulation
of contagion in ‘animals’, it is the circulation of spiritus in bodily humours
that becomes the model, but Fracastoro uses the term soboles (offspring),
which in De sympathia express the emanation of species from their source
(in the discussion on magnetism already mentioned).

De sympathia, cap. 5: ‘embodied forms’ tenuem et superficialem sui vel
partem vel gradum producunt, quem Epipolim vocant qui … momento
gignitur, ac propagatur ceu soboles quædam …58

De contag. I, cap. 7: … unus penetrationis modus est per propagationem et
quasi sobolem, prima enim seminaria, quæ adhæserunt e vicinis humoribus
ad quod habent analogiam, consimilia sibi alia generant et propagant, et
hæc alia, donec tota humorum massa et moles efficiatur …59
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In the first case, the offspring is only an attenuated simulacrum of the sub-
stance, in the second, it consists of living beings, the seminaria.

Atomism, as we have seen, for Fracastoro was a theory that had to be sur-
passed, without however being rejected altogether: rather than material
atoms, he preferred spiritual species, which provided him with a more uni-
versal tool of explanation; but the possible existence of atoms is never
denied in his book. Moreover, his conception of the generation of species
from their source certainly has something in common with the Epicurean
notion of simulacra: he presents the two terms as synonyms, obviously with
philosophical reasoning.60 This soboles, we might say, is the offspring of
both Bacon and Lucretius.

In fact, his rejection of material atoms did not keep Fracastoro from recu-
perating the Lucretian pestifera semina and developing all their biological
potential. Instead of replacing these Epicurean semina by something com-
pletely different, he improved on them by giving them all the properties of
the species spirituales, and as well, those of the spiritus that lived in ani-
mated bodies. His species spirituales already possessed some of the powers of
living beings; at least, as simulacra of all substances and qualities, they were
the agent of everything in nature, in sensation and in cognition:

Harum vero spiritualium quod actio multa sit, et vis in natura : similiter
est manifestum (ut iis diximus quæ de rerum sympathia et antipathia
diximus) nam et sensus et intellectus movent, et principia sunt motionum
in animalibus, deinde et motus locales videntur facere attractionem et
fugam: nonnullæ etiam et primas qualitates producere, ut lumen quod
calorem gignit …61

The only, but decisive, difference was that the spiritual species did 
not survive when their origin disappeared.62 Thus, something else had to
be involved in contagion. The infectious agents seemed to have a life of
their own since, when their first source had vanished, they could subsist
in fomites, in the air, and be transported from place to place, even across
vast seas; thus they were necessarily corporeal, and not only spiritual
beings.63

The traditional definition of contagion required that the same infectious
principle would be transmitted from the first patient, to the second, the
third, and so on.64 Spiritual species had the power to transmit an infection,
even a lethal one, as in the case of the catablephas (the basilisk that kills
with its eyes); but they could not ‘generate’ in another body the power that
they possessed, so that a third person – then a fourth by his intermediary,
and so on – could be affected.65 Contagion did not merely consist of the
transmission of a putrefaction, it involved the generation of the seeds of
the disease in other bodies. The spiritus that assured the functions of life in
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animals could operate in a similar manner (the spiritus present in the blood
possessed in themselves the power of generating other spiritus), but not the
spiritual species.66 Since Antiquity, the spiritus had allowed medics 
to resolve satisfactorily the problems posed by the connection between the
material and the immaterial, the animate and the inanimate, and conta-
gion was certainly one of these problems. We see that Fracastoro’s semi-
naria, which were alive and proliferated through generation,67 thus
providing the only possible explanation of pestilential contagions,68 were
the result of a quite complex synthesis.

In De sympathia and De contagione Fracastoro had planned to deal with
natural phenomena deprived of observable causes, notably different forms
of the so-called ‘action at a distance’. His intention had been to explain
these phenomena in the philosophical framework he had conceived: the
occult causes were excluded, but not the ‘latent’ ones. As he believed in the
coherence of the natural world (governed by the laws of sympathy), his
method of explanation could not lack in logic and unity. In fact, through-
out his treatise he used similar theories and modes of reasoning. But 
the specificity of each particular phenomenon received due attention.
Contagion was more complex a problem than magnetism (which involved
only local movement). To resolve it, Fracastoro chose the same point of
departure (the theory of species) but added other elements, taken from the
Epicurean representation of the spreading of diseases and from the medical
conception of the spiritus. The result was assuredly new, but it would be
hazardous to assert that it was decidedly ‘modern’.
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24 See F. Pellegrini, Trattato inedito in prosa di G. Fracastoro sulla sifilide (Verona,
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1534–1535’, Rivista di Storie delle Scienze Mediche e Naturali, 4a serie, 26 (1935)
253–9; Idem, Scritti inediti di G. Fracastoro, (Verona: Valdonega, 1955); Idem,
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1950). On Fracastoro’s medical activities, see also O. Viana, ‘L’atto di ammis-
sione del Fracastoro al Collegio medico di Verona’, Rivista di Storia Critica delle
Scienze Mediche e Naturali, 5 (1914) 382–3; F. Pellegrini, ‘L’epidemia di Morbus
peculiaris del 1546–1547 e il medico del Concilio del Trento’, Castalia, 2 (1946)
271–8.
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25 This is the view of C. and D. Singer, and of F. Pellegrini. Nutton, conversely, has
stressed the traditional aspects of Fracastoro’s conceptions.

26 On this term, see P. Michaud-Quantin and M. Lemoine, Etudes sur le vocabulaire
philosophique du Moyen Age (Roma: Edizioni del Ateneo, 1970), pp. 113–50.

27 Alkindi’s De radiis (before 866), inspired by Plotinus, achieves a synthesis of neo-
Platonic metaphysics and Greco-Arabic optical theory.

28 On this conception, completely theorized by Alhazen, and on its transmission,
see D. C. Lindberg, ‘Alhazen’s Theory of Vision and its Reception in the West’,
Isis, 58 (1967) 321–41; idem, Theories of Vision from Al-Kindi to Kepler (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1976), ch. 4; G. F. Vescovini, Studi sulla prospettiva
medievale (Turin: Giappichelli, 1965), ch. 7. Alhazen’s De aspectibus (or
Perspectiva) was translated into Latin towards the beginning of the thirteenth
century. Roger Bacon was probably the first European philosopher who knew
and understood thoroughly Alhazen’s great optical treatise De aspectibus: his
own Perspectiva (composed in the 1260s) is the fifth part of his Opus majus.
Witelo (Perspectiva, ca. 1274), and John Pecham (Perspectiva communis, ca.
1274–79) were also influenced by Alhazen. See D. C. Lindberg, John Pecham and
the Science of Optics (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1970). 

29 See M.-Th. D’Alverny and F. Hudry, ‘Al-Kindi, De radiis’, Archives d’histoire doctri-
nale et littéraire du Moyen-Age, 41 (1974) 224. On the geometrization of this con-
ception, see the preceding note.

30 See, for example, Robert Grosseteste, De lineis, angulis, et figuris, in E. Grant, A
Source Book in Medieval Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974),
pp. 385–6; and Bacon: ‘A species is the first effect of an agent; for all judge that
through species “all” other effects are produced ... the agent sends forth a species
into the matter of the recipient, so that through the species first produced, it can
bring forth, out of the potentiality of the matter “of the recipient” the complete
effect that it intends.’ De multiplicatione specierum I, 1, trans. in D. C. Lindberg,
Roger Bacon’s Philosophy of Nature: A Critical Edition with English Translation,
Introduction, and Notes, of De multiplicatione specierum and De speculis comburen-
tibus (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), p. 6.

31 See D. C. Lindberg, ‘Roger Bacon on Light, Vision, and the Universal Emanation
of Force’, in J. Hackett, ed., Roger Bacon and the Sciences (Leiden: Brill, 1997),
pp. 243–75.On further developments of the theory, see K. Tachau, Vision 
and Certitude in the Age of Ockham (Leiden: Brill, 1988) (centred on optics and cog-
nition); Eadem, ‘Et maxime visus, cujus species venit ad stellas et ad quem speciem 
stellarum veniunt. Perspectiva and Astrologia in Late Medieval Thought’,
Micrologus, 5 (1997) 201–24; C. Gagnon, ‘Le statut ontologique des species in
medio chez Nicole Oresme’, Archives d’Histoire Doctrinale et Littéraire du Moyen Age,
60 (1993) 195–205. Leen Spruit’s monumental thesis (Species intelligibilis. From
Perception to Knowledge, 2 vols [Leiden, Brill, 1995]) provides a general survey, 
but unfortunately does not investigate the link between the species intelligibiles
(in other words, mental concepts) and the species in the sensible world.

32 In Augustine species designates the incorporeal image of an object in the senses
or in the intellect. 

33 De multiplicatione specierum I, 2, pp. 32–41; Perspectiva I, 1, 3; I, 10, 1). On the
other kinds of sources, see Lindberg, Roger Bacon’s Philosophy of Nature,
pp. lvii–lviii.

34 The species of a substance is always substantial, etc. (De multiplicatione I, 2,
pp. 42–3).

Old and New Trends in Renaissance Discourse on the Plague 13



35 De multiplicatione I, 3, pp. 47–57. Lindberg, Roger Bacon’s Philosophy of Nature,
pp. lviii–lxi. 

36 De multiplicatione I, 4; the propagation of light is similar (Perspectiva, I. 9, 4).
37 On other aspects of Fracastoro’s philosophical achievements, see A. Orlandi,

‘Malinconia e antropologia nel De intellectione e nel De anima di Girolamo
Fracastoro, in Psicopatologia e filosofia nella tradizione veronese. Atti del seminario di
studi (Verona: Università di Verona, 1994), pp. 9–17; E. Peruzzi, La nave di
Ermete. La cosmologia di Girolamo Fracastoro (Firenze: Olschki, 1995); Idem, intro-
duction to his edition and translation of Girolamo Fracastoro, L’Anima (Firenze:
Le Lettere, 1999).

38 E. Peruzzi, ‘Antioccultismo e filosofia naturale nel De Sympathia & Antipathia
rerum di Girolamo Fracastoro’, Atti e Memorie dell’Accademia toscana di Scienze e
Lettere. La Colombaria, 45, nuova serie 31 (1980) 41–131.

39 See De sympathia, dedication to Alessandro Farnese, pp. 14–15, and cap. 2:
‘quando hic non universalem et primam causam quærimus, sed particularem et
propriam, quale esse non potest eorum ullum quæ immateralia sunt: sic enim
periisset natura.’

40 De contagione I, 6.
41 ‘ut sint ac conserventur’ (De sympathia, cap. 2).
42 Ibid., cap. 1, ‘De sympathia & antipathia multorum’.
43 Ibid., cap. 2, ‘De primo rerum omnium consensus’.
44 Ibid., cap. 5 ‘De attractio similium ad similia’: ‘Quoniam igitur nulla actio fieri

potest nisi per contactum …’ (ed. Lyon: Gazeau, 1550), pp. 45–6.
45 ‘necesse est, si applicari invicem debent, demitti aliquid ab uno ad aliud’, ed.

cit., p. 46.
46 As a scientific poet and as a philosopher, Fracastoro was well acquainted with

Lucretius’s De natura rerum. His friend Andrea Navagero had prepared the edition
of the poem printed by Aldus in 1515. See C. Goddard, ‘Lucretius and Lucretian
Science in the Works of Fracastoro’, Res Publica Litterarum, 16 (1993) 185–92.

47 De sympathia, cap. 5, pp. 46–9. See Peruzzi, La nave di Ermete, pp. 103ff. 
48 Cf. the case of the magnetic attraction of the pole: it supposes a propagation at

an immense distance, and the elements transmitted cannot be material:
‘Attractio autem hæc ad Athomos et corpuscula reduci posse non videtur,
quoniam corpus nullum in tanta distantia demitti potest … speciem autem spir-
itualem nihil demitti prohibet, quod & in lumine manifestum est, cujus speciem
a supremo orbe & stellis huc usque demitti constat, qua de causa attractiones
similium ad corpora universaliter reduci posse, supra non arbitrati sumus.’ Ibid.,
cap. 7, p. 75.

49 Fracastoro recalls this conception (which he rejects): ‘Porro nec videtur
quomodo spiritualia hæc movere possint, præsertim trahere, quoniam productio
eorum non cum motu locali, sed per quandam magis generationem partis post
partem momento factam.’ Ibid., p. 50.

50 ‘Alii dicunt alterari ferrum a magnetis specie, et ita alteratum per se moveri ad
ipsam.’ Ibid., p. 45.

51 Ibid., p. 50.
52 ‘Recipiendum autem est, ut multis placet, spirituales species ejusdem rationis

esse cum formis illis quarum sunt species nec differre ab iis nisi modo subsis-
tendi: eatenus enim materiales sunt et dicuntur, quatenus crassa quadam exis-
tentia in materia sunt et certos terminos poscunt.’ Ibid., cap. 5, pp. 50–1).
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53 ‘hæ igitur tenues et superficiales formæ aptæ imprimis sunt id quod sunt
reprentare, usque ad crassas illas a quibus productæ sunt: propter quod simu-
lacra earum et species sunt appellatæ: propter tenuitatem autem, et quod
momento gignuntur spirituales dici consuevere: ejusdem tamen rationis cum iis,
quæ et crassæ et materiales dicuntur.’ Ibid., cap. 5, pp. 51–2).

54 Ibid., cap. 5, pp. 52–4. Cf. cap. 4, ‘De consensu partium in toto’.
55 Ibid., cap. 7, ‘De sympathiis & antipathiis mistorum et attractione similium’

(65–75). The species of the magnet do not attract iron fortasse per id quod actu
sunt sed par latens aliud in ipsis principium, quod simile ferro est aut ipsi aut principio
in eo, p. 69.

56 Sometimes with some touch of mecanicism, as in ch. 4 of the De sympathia,
when he describes the movement of the species in the medium, using the com-
parison of waves propagated in water as the result of an impetus (ibid., pp. 36–8).

57 ‘postremo quum hæc contagio undique, & ad omnem partem “se propagat”,
imitari quidem videtur spiritualium motum, qui in orbem fit. corpora vero quæ
notis qualitatibus constant, unum tantum motum habere sursum aut deorsum’,
De contagione, I, 5, p. 234.

58 De sympathia, p. 51.
59 De contagione, p. 250.
60 See the text quoted above, note 52.
61 Ibid., I, 6, pp. 236–7.
62 ‘spiritualia hæc tandiu solum durare consuevere, quandiu præsens est illud, a

quo effluxere, nisi forte fuerint in intellectu’. Ibid., I, 6 (‘Quod causa contagionis,
quæ ad distans fit, non sit reducenda ad occultas proprietates’), pp. 238–9.

63 ‘at quæ ad distans faciunt contagionem, absente etiam primo perdurant
nihilominus, & in fomite, & in aere, quinimo de loco ad locum ferunt trans
etiam maria, quod signum est corpus esse…’ Ibid., I, 6, p. 239.

64 See ibid., I, 1: ‘Quid sit contagio’.
65 ‘si enim recte definita contagio est, oportet tale in secundo fieri, quale in primo

fuit, et idem esse in utroque principium, idemque et in quarto & quinto: & in
aliis quæ contagionem recipiunt. tale autem non / potest facere ullum spiritual-
ium per se, per accidens quidem nihil prohibet spiritualia enecare & dissolvere
etiam mistionem aliquam fugando quædam contraria, quod & fœtor facere
potest, & Catablephæ animalis aspectus (ut dictum in sympathiis fuit), generare
autem tale in secundo, quale in primo fuit non possunt spiritualia.’ Ibid., I, 6,
pp. 239–40. 

66 ‘oportet autem in hisce contagionibus non putrefactionem solum fieri, sed a
primis seminariis, et alia quoque gigni et propagari, quæ ipsis similia natura sint,
& mistione, non aliter quam spiritus in animali e sanguine solent alios sibi con-
similes generare, quod spiritualium nullum efficere per se potest …’ Ibid., I, 6,
p. 240.

67 Ibid., I, 12: ‘quoniam dictum est eam seminariis inesse vim ut sibi simile propa-
gare, et gignere possint, sicuti et spiritus faciunt.’ On semina, I have not yet been
able to consult H. Hirai’s Le concept de semence dans les théories de la matière à la
Renaissance de Marsile Ficin à Pierre Gassendi (Turnhout: Brepols, 2005).

68 See ibid., II, 3.
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