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Galen’s On My Own Opinions

1. Something seems to have happened to me similar to what they say once befell
the poet Parthenius. For while the man was still alive, his poems slipped into the
hands of many people from different places. So as he was travelling through a
city at one point, he ran into two grammarians in a school arguing about a poetic
line he had written. One of them was interpreting its meaning! just as Parthenius
had intended it when he had composed [the poem], the other in a contrary
sense. Parthenius himself attempted to persuade the latter person by demon-
strating that the line had been expressed in a different sense, not as he thought,
but the grammarian accepted anything other than being persuaded. ‘In fact’,
[Parthenius] said, ‘I have heard the line from Parthenius himself in exactly the
sense I am proposing.’ Since the man was not persuaded despite these words,
[Parthenius] said: ‘Well, I risk going crazy; I consider myself the author of these
lines, so that I will need to use these servants of mine as witnesses for me to you,
so that you will be convinced that I am identical with the Parthenius who wrote
these lines’. Something comparable seems to be happening to me just now
because of the prevailing failure in relation to [the study of] medicine and
philosophy, in which those who acquired no education in the presence of a
grammarian or an orator, but acquainted themselves briefly with the arts, misin-
terpret the works not only of the ancients, who are indeed repeatedly obscure,
but also my own, which seem quite lucid to everyone who has received the
fundamental education. The difference between my situation and that of
Parthenius lies in the matter of witnesses. For Parthenius was in need of servants
to testify that he was indeed Parthenius, whereas I provide as witnesses my
written views, regarding which I declared that I have secure knowledge or at

1 Here A& refers to the literal meaning of a word (see Lampe s.v. 9; note that this denotation is
not recorded in LSJ°) and is used as an equivalent to Siavota (see LSJ%, sv. A IV) and &vvola (see
LSJ?, s.v. IT), which occur just below in the work.
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least a plausible one, just as I also say about [other] matters that I know nothing
certain of, due to having no scientific acquaintance with them.

2. Of the latter sort are the following (for I decided to talk about these issues
first): whether the universe is ungenerated or generated, or if there is anything
after it outside of it or nothing at all. Since I say that I am ignorant of such
things, namely of what the nature of the creator of everything in the world is,
whether he is incorporeal or in fact corporeal, and yet more in which place he
lives, do I then say that I am perplexed about the gods as well, just as Protagoras
used to claim, or rather that as regards their substance I do not know of what
sort they are, but I know from their acts that they exist? For [I know that] the
composition of living beings is their work, as is everything about which they
predict through omens, signs or dreams. The god whom I honour in Pergamum?
showed his power and providence among many other occasions when he cured
me once, and I also have experience not only of the providence but also of the
power of the Dioscuri at sea. I do not consider, however, that men are in any way
injured by being ignorant of the substance of the gods, but I am determined to
honour them by following the ancient custom represented by Socrates, who
used to advise obeying the precepts of Pythian Apollo.

3. This is my position with regard to gods, where I am now going to describe to
you my position regarding men. I am convinced, like all men, that we have a
soul; for I see as the cause of [human] voluntary motion and of sensation
through the sense organs what everyone calls a ‘soul’. But I confess that I do not
know what the substance of the soul is and even more if it is immortal or mortal.
So when I composed the book On the Doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato, first for
personal use against ‘the forgetfulness of old age’3, as Plato says, and then so as
to share it with friends who asked for it, nowhere [in this work] did I declare
whether the soul is mortal or immortal, just as I (also) did not declare whether it
is incorporeal or whether it is a body. Yet on the subject of motion, namely that
one of its sources is situated in the brain, another in the heart, and the final one
in the liver, I put forward proofs of which I am totally convinced in that treatise
which deals with the doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato. Moreover, I dare to
declare that it is from the brain that both our memories and reflections occur to

2 le. Asclepius.
3 Plato, Phaedrus 276d3.
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us, and that these align with the consequent and the opposed and all that is in
accord with logical theory for men. And much more than this, [I dare to say] that
each part of the body receives from the brain the impulsive or voluntary motion,
or whatever one might want to call it, in the same way [that it receives from
there] as well the capacity to discern all external sense objects through the sense
organs. I also declared my view regarding the fact that the heart is the source of
the activity of pulsation, which occurs not in it alone but also in all the arteries,
and that any possible overboiling of the innate heat is stirred up from the heart
as if from a hearth. For the liver in fact partakes in the heat, as do all plants, but
when the heat is reduced it sometimes needs the assistance of the heart. Indeed,
there is so much heat in the heart that it also boils during displays of anger. I
affirm that there is a source of motion in plants as well, and that plants have
capacities, in line with which they are governed. There are three books on these
capacities, where I show that there is a capacity which attracts what is proper to
it%, in the same way that there is also a capacity which rejects what is foreign>,
and yet again a capacity which alters the food, in accord with which the food
becomes similar to the plants, and furthermore a capacity which retains what is
proper to it. The function of the altering capacity, on the other hand, is to
nourish, as well as to grow the child after birth. Regarding the capacity which
forms embryos, I have nowhere declared whether it occurs naturally from the
same substance from which I said the four capacities come, i.e. the attractive,
the alterative, the expulsive, the retentive, or if there exists some other capacity,
more skilful and more powerful than these. I have also addressed these
questions in the treatise On the Formation of the Foetus. Now the substance

4 l.e. nourishment.
5 ILe.waste.
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which governs plants, when I converse with the Platonist philosophers, I call
‘soul’, just as he [i.e. Plato] did, but when I converse with the Stoics, [I call it]
‘nature’, just I do when I address average people. And I used the term ‘natural’
for the capacities of this soul in the three books On Natural Capacities, in which
the discussion of these capacities was addressed in common to both physicians
and everyone else.

4. As for the fact, moreover, that all the bodies in this world — for I affirm that
nothing is certain about the bodies in the sky — are created from a mixture of fire,
earth, water and air, I showed in the first place that it was Hippocrates who
declared this, and second that he was correct to do so, and in addition that he
himself refuted the opinions of those who maintain that in terms of their quality
the elements of the bodies are not subject to affections or changes. I have
demonstrated this not only in On the Elements According to Hippocrates, but also
through my explication of the work On the Nature of Man and the three other
commentaries [on the subject]. I showed that Hippocrates holds the same
opinion in other writings [of his], but I also showed with regard to the term ‘the
hot’ that it indicates, on the one hand, a single, perfectly hot body — uncontam-
inated by any opposing quality — which we affirm is one of the four elements;
but on the other hand, that it is something other than what is called ‘hot’ due to
the predominance of this quality. Finally, [I showed] that there is another mean-
ing, different from these two, which Hippocrates was accustomed to refer to as
‘innate heat’, having a particular balance in each species of living beings; tin
which (¢év fp)Tﬁ I have offered a demonstration through both other writings and
the treatise Against Lycus concerning the reproaches the latter addressed against
Hippocrates, who says in the Aphorisms that ‘Growing beings have the most
innate heat’, since Lycus thought that Hippocrates had used the expression ‘the
most’ in the sense ‘the strongest’ and not in the sense ‘increasing according to its

6 The passage is corrupt. The paradosis reads &v (fp, adopted by some editors, while others have
changed it to &vov. ¢’ (I) (= for this reason) might be a reasonable emendation here, since it
picks up on the semantic flexibility of the preceding 8epudv and justifies Galen’s decision to
compose polemical works against individuals like Lycus who have misinterpreted Hippocrates’
use of the term. See the similar usage of &g’ (IJ in On the Capacity of Foodstuffs, 207.1-2 Wilkins =
V1.690.8-9 Kiihn: ¢’ ¢ kai Bowpdlev EmiABé pot moAog T@V {aTpdV GTAGDG ATO@MVApEVOUG
VTEP EKAOTNG TPOPAG.

7 Hippocratic Aphorisms 1, 14, IV.466.8 Littré.
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own substance’; the substance proper to innate warmth is sperm and blood,
since we are created through these and from these. It was also shown how the
expression ‘the most’ is used, since there is some type of misconception about
this term as well; for it is not according to the intensity of the quality, but more
by its measure that one should understand what Hippocrates means by ‘the
most’. Furthermore, it was demonstrated in the books On Mixtures, which follow
the On (the) Elements According to Hippocrates, that children are warmer than
adults in terms of innate heat, but when it comes to acquired heat, adults are
warmer than children. Likewise people in good health have greater innate heat
than those who are afflicted with fever, and the worse the fever is, the less innate
heat there is in the body of the living being. For acquired heat is unpleasant and
irritating, whereas innate heat causes no trouble or pain. And it is by an altera-
tion of innate heat that fevers are generated, of which I showed that there are
three main kinds, whose names are as follows: one kind are the ephemeral
fevers, a second are the hectic ones, and the third are those engendered by the
putrefaction of humours. I have discussed these points in the essays On the
Different Kinds of Fevers, just as in the On Mixtures as well I showed that there
are nine different mixtures, four simple, four compound and in addition to these,
the best and faultless one.8 [I also demonstrated that] the simple bad mixtures
arise from the dominance of one of the elements, namely hot, cold, wet or dry,
and the compound bad mixtures sometimes arise when the wet and the cold or
the hot and the dry predominate, and at other times when the hot together with
humidity or the cold with drought [predominates]. But [I said that] these
mixtures are not faultless, whereas the best mixture involves none of the four
elements in dominance, but is rather blended into a flawless mixture character-
ised by the right balance. I have said more in these books, and specifically about
the wet and hot mixture, which many physicians and philosophers regarded as
the best, without it being such, considering the predominance of the hot and the

8 lLe. the balanced, optimum mixture or eukrasia.
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wet, as they themselves invite us to understand these terms when they say that a
mixture is hot, dry, cold or wet. For just as in these mixtures, the one exceeding
the right balance is called either hot or cold or wet or dry, so too in this case it is
reasonable for us to think that the hot mixture exists together with the wet
mixture, which could have the hot in disproportionate quantity in relation to the
balanced hot, and the wet [in disproportionate quantity] in relation to the
(balanced) wet. I also said that it was stated not only by some physicians, but
also by some philosophers, that the wet and hot mixture is the best, because
they saw that we are naturally wetter and warmer than the dead and plants.
Indeed, in light of the comparison with the bodies of the dead and the bodies of
plants, they declared that men are by nature wet and hot. Similarly, among the
seasons they said that the spring is hot and wet, because compared to the
summer it is wet, but compared to the winter it is hot. But if one considers this
by itself [...]°, one will find the right balance between both oppositions — by ‘both
oppositions’ I mean that involving hot and cold, and that involving dry and wet
— but in those cases in which the hot predominates over the cold, and the wet
predominates over the dry, such constitutions must be bad. I showed that an
example of these was provided by Hippocrates in the second book of the
Epidemics where one season, that of summer, turned to such a constitution, and
in the third book, the entire year [did the same]. So in the second book of the
Epidemics, at the very beginning, he described this constitution in the passage
where he says: ‘It rained in torrents in a period of great heat throughout the
whole season’’®, and in the third book, in the section which reads as follows:
‘This year was very rainy and southerly; there was no wind at any point’’, In
both these constitutions, he reported, pestilential diseases occurred.

9 Unintelligible letters in the codex.
10 Hippocratic Epidemics 2.1, 18.1-2 Smith.
11 Hippocratic Epidemics 3.2, 79.14 Jouanna.
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5. Just as in these cases, therefore, homonymy seems to have led to some sort of
controversy and disagreement on my part with those who say that the best
mixture in the bodies of living creatures is the wet and hot, and that among the
seasons that of spring, so too there will be an apparent disagreement as regards
the age of old men, if one person says that it is wet, whereas another one says
that it is dry. For as regards the mixture of solid bodies themselves, one could
rightly say that it is dry, but as for that of wet residues, that it is wet. Because in
this mixture there is an accumulation of phlegm, a humour which is cold and
wet. Just as those who listen rather carelessly to what has yet been properly said
on these subjects will assume that there is a contradiction, so too when we say
that the nerves are of a colder mixture, but that a warm body is more sensitive
than a colder one. We must therefore be aware of such subjects by considering
each point of what is expressed from what has been said without any misunder-
standing. Because we showed that the prime sensitive part [of the body], just as
the ancients also believed, is that (in) which the hegemonic part? of the soul is
located, and that from this the capacity both for sensation and for voluntary
motion accordingly flows through the nerves to all parts of the body — it was also
said that there will be no difference between saying ‘voluntary’ and ‘deliberate’ —
and when this capacity reaches each part, it provides it with sense-perception,
while the hotter parts more readily accept the alteration due to this capacity, and
for this reason they become more sensitive than those that are naturally colder.
The capacity which passes through the nerves, as if through channels, also
renders the nerves receptive to sensation, but it does not make them more sensit-
ive than the fleshy substance. And you can learn this, in the case of any living
being you like, by exposing a nerve and then pricking it with needles or styluses;
you will hear it cry out much more than it would when the flesh or the skin was
pricked, since it experiences more pain. But the nerves are considered by many
physicians to be more sensitive than the flesh due to the dangers that result from
inflammations of them, which are caused because they are prolongations of the
most important sensory parts. If you cut the entire nerve, therefore, no danger
ensues, since the source is no longer affected through sympathy by the inflam-

12 Or: ‘the regent part’, i.e. the rational part.
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mation that affects the nerve. Indeed, many physicians, fearing the dangers that
accompany the inflammations of the nerves, have sometimes severed the entire
punctured and inflamed nerve without the patient realising it, although they
cannot escape the patient’s notice when they sever a fleshy part. Similarly,
during venesections they sometimes unwittingly sever a capillary nerve that
stretches along the incised vein, and in the course of the same incision they
cause no more pain than if the incision had not been made, although afterwards,
when a feeling of numbness occurs, they realize that they had actually severed
the nerve. That the numbness itself which follows the inflammations of the
nerves is a sign of faint pain, is evident in all respects, and it is by no means less
known to everyone that this type of suffering follows the inflammation of the
nerves. And many patients were seized by spasms shortly afterward, despite
experiencing no noticeable pain during the inflammation of the nerves, showing
by their spasms that the inflammation was substantial, and revealing by the
moderate pain experienced previously that intense pain does not arise from the
inflammation of the nerves, since the sensation is not powerful. Just as some
people, therefore, due to the dangers attendant on the inflammations of the
nerves, thought that the nerves are more sensitive than the fleshy parts, attribut-
ing more sensation to them than what they actually have, so too Asclepiades
advanced a contrary doctrine to a greater extent than necessary, judging that the
nerves experience no sensation. This is because, if one wants to pay attention to
what is manifestly obvious through the senses, [one will conclude that the
nerves] experience sensation, but not like the fleshy parts. But we sometimes say
that the nerves are more sensitive than the other parts due to consequential
damage.

6. Since I admit that I ignore the substance of the soul, not knowing whether it is
mortal or immortal, but I see that it is accepted, in line with both these options,
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that the soul is capable of inhabiting any body, even if it is immortal or incorpor-
eal, I think it reasonable that the body which receives the soul and contains it, as
long as it is as it should be, be called capable of sensation, just as the eye is
called capable of seeing, the ear of hearing and the tongue of speaking. [I also
find it reasonable to believe that] the generation of these [bodily parts] comes
from a certain mixture of the four elements, and that if the soul is created at the
same time that the body is shaped, its generation must also be a mixture of the
four elements in the soul, given that the generation cannot be one thing for the
soul, and another one for the sensitive body. Because there is perhaps no
substance of the soul per se, but it instead exists like a form of the body. Pay
attention when I say ‘form’ as opposed to matter, which we understand to be
without quality as regards itself. I have also shown that it is useful for the
physician to know this, even if we are completely ignorant of the substance of
the soul. For even if the soul is immortal and incorporeal, it still seems to remain
within the body up to the point of being able to carry out its natural activities
through it. Hence as long as we safeguard the body, which maintains the
sensible temperament, we will not die. I showed in the first book of On the
Preservation of Health that the mixture of the body is by necessity continuously
converted into a colder and drier condition, so that it ends up entirely dried up
and chilled in old age; and when it has reached the maximum of dryness and
coldness, the soul can no longer perform its distinctive activities, but as long as
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we are alive, our psychic activities grow weaker and follow the similar withering
of the body.

7. Just as it is superfluous for the purposes of treatment for the physician to
know whether the soul is immortal or not, so too with regard to its substance [it
is irrelevant] whether it is completely incorporeal, as Plato supposed, or corpor-
eal, as Chrysippus thinks when he declares that it is pneuma, without however
defining clearly, as Erasistratus did, whether the psychic pneuma is contained
by itself in a cavity within the body of living creatures or is diffused throughout
entire solid bodies, or whether it is fragmented, as Empedocles supposes [when
he says] that we are generated from the elements, or if it is spread out through
every single part of solid bodies, so that none of them is bereft of soul. That he
[i.e. Crysippus] nowhere speaks with any clarity, but instead seems to be
constantly saying the same things, I have shown in a book that I myself
composed On the Soul. But I for my part, as I said, cannot make up my mind
regarding the substance of the soul; nonetheless, just as I call a body ‘sensitive’,
according to the meaning articulated above, so too I speak of psychic pneuma,
and I have also shown in other works, but especially in the seventh book of the
Doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato that this pneuma resides in the ventricles of
the brain and not in its t...113

8. Many physicians, as well as philosophers, readily contradict the assertions
[put forward], for example those who do not believe that the sun is larger than
the whole earth against people who have shown this to be true. But you would
find that those who honour the truth do not aim at contradiction, nor do they
wish to discover a point they will discredit. Instead, when they hear someone

13 locus desperatus; the codex has a gap of around twelve letters that it would be hopeless to
try to restore. See 2.2.2 Problems with the Text.
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proclaiming that he will make a demonstration of some sort, they desire to listen
to his demonstrations. And after judging them over an extended period of time,
they do one of two things: either they offer objections to those they found wrong,
or they disprove those who contest them, but they certainly do not object to the
assertions lightly, even if they happen to be extremely paradoxical. It is accord-
ingly for such people that this treatise has been composed, encouraging them,
after they approach my written demonstrations in favour of each of the opinions
discussed, to consider them, and not to attempt to evaluate their conclusions in
isolation. Thus, for example, that there are three principles of heterogeneous
motion in us!, is a bit of knowledge needed to discover the virtues of the soul
and how one can acquire them, but also needed to treat the ailments of the soul.
But it is not necessary to that end [to know] that one principle resides (in) the
brain, another in the heart, and a third in the liver. And this is in fact what Plato
showed, when he said in the Republic that there are three forms of soul’, with-
out mentioning the places of the body in which each one resides. Whereas in the
Timaeus, where he discussed the theory of nature, he declared not only that our
soul as a whole consists of three forms, but also that they are located in three
places: one in the brain, another in the liver, and a third in the heart.'® Chrysip-
pus and his associates have written regarding the part of the body in which the
hegemonic portion of the soul resides, but they did not show in what regard this
knowledge might be useful for those engaged in political and practical philoso-
phy," just as [they did not show why it is useful to know] what concerns thunder,
lightning, earthquakes, hail and snow, rainbows, parhelia'® and meteors, and
the halo that often occurs around the sun or the moon, which sometimes
appears simple, double or triple, and all the other phenomena that belong to the
so-called meteorological theory. In fact, these phenomena are reasonably invest-
igated only by those who deal with speculative philosophy, and I made precisely
this point in a tract that I wrote previously at one point for an Epicurean friend

14 Here the reference is to the tripartition of the soul, made up of the rational, the spirited and
the appetitive parts.

15 Plato, Republic 436a—-442b.

16 Plato, Timaeus 69d-70e.

17 Strictly speaking, practical philosophy was an umbrella term that encompassed the subcat-
egories of politics, economics and ethics. However, in this text Galen refers to practical philoso-
phy in parataxis with one or more of its parts, thereby setting them on an equal level in contrast
to theoretical philosophy.

18 Scientific term for ‘sun dogs’ or ‘mock suns’, the phenomenon in which a confused image of
the sun appears at the diametrically opposite point in the sky.
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and later in another tract for a Stoic friend. I showed, however, that the discus-
sion about the three principles is useful for physicians, as well as (which part) of
natural theory is necessary or somehow useful for the knowledge of our body.

9. I demonstrated that it is quite useful, although neglected by the majority [of
physicians], to distinguish among the alterations occurring in bodies. For [I
showed that] these are of two kinds: those produced according to one of the
active qualities, i.e. warmth, cold, wetness and dryness, and the others that
differ from the preceding in that they are produced according to the peculiar
nature as a whole of the active substance!®. And I showed in On the Capacities of
Simple Drugs that some [medicines] work by warming, cooling, moistening or
drying, others by simultaneously combining a warming and a moistening action,
or a cooling and a drying action. But there is another class of drugs which act
depending on the peculiar property of their substance as a whole. I showed that
such drugs are the purgatives and the so-called poisons, which differ from those
simply called deadly in that poisons never benefit us, whereas deadly drugs
sometimes benefit us slightly when taken on occasion mixed with certain useful
substances; this is how we often use poppy juice, for example. As for medicines
that are useful to us, some act through one or two of their qualities, some by
virtue of the peculiarity of their substance as a whole. And indeed some natural
processes too occur as a result of one or two qualities, while some are brought
about by means of the substance as a whole, such as the digestion in the
stomach, the production of blood in the liver, and in addition the growth and
nutrition in each part [of the body]. And these activities take place in every part
of the living being. For each part manages itself according to its so-called natural
capacities, which it has in common with plants, ensuring its own preservation
like any living being, if it attracts what is appropriate to it, rejects what is foreign,
and changes, alters or assimilates to its own nature everything attracted. But in
order to remain in their natural state, the parts [of the body] need the assistance
of the liver, which simultaneously delivers suitable food to them and strengthens
their capacities, if they weaken at any point. For the liver is like a hearth or

19 Galen is consistently inconsistent in collocating the adjective ‘whole’ (holé) sometimes with
‘substance’ (ousia) and at other times with the ‘peculiar nature’ (idiotéta) of the substance. The
most logical association would be for ‘whole’ to function as a complement to ‘substance’. In
cases when ‘whole’ is syntactically correlated with ‘peculiar nature’ instead, we should rather
consider it a kind of hypallage. Hence, there is no need for editorial emendation here. The fluid-
ity of syntax should be ascribed to the generally loose style of the treatise in question.
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source of the natural capacities, like the part in plants where the roots are joined
together with the stem; because as long as this ensures the preservation of its
own capacity, even if a root or branch dries up, the plant is preserved. But it is
not in a similar fashion to this that the capacity of sense perception and motion
which comes from the brain exists for each part; for this capacity owes its
existence to changing states, not to remaining permanently the same, in the case
of both human bodies and whatever living beings are not far from a human
being in their nature. In the same manner, the capacity responsible for the
motion of the arteries flows from the heart, without however remaining in them,
whereas the so-called natural capacities remain innate in the substances of the
[bodily] parts. The movements of the pulse also contribute significantly to
maintaining a good balance in their substance, as is shown in my treatise On the
Usefulness of the Pulse.

10. Some misunderstanding will ensue for those who do not pay careful
attention to what I said when I showed that we are governed by three principles.
For they may think that I used the term ‘principles’ to refer not to the administra-
tion of full-grown living beings, but to the formation and generation of embryos
in the womb. But I did (not) say (such) a thing. For I declare that I am convinced
that the living beings in question are indeed administered by three principles,
although I do not know which capacity forms the embryos in the womb is or
which (their) substance is. For those who believe that it is the same as that
which generates and forms plants seem to me not to understand the art of the
constitution of our body, which I explained in On the Usefulness of the Parts. 1
also declare that I do not know for sure which of all the [bodily] parts is formed
first during gestation. For when I was young, I followed certain noteworthy men
who thought that the heart was formed first of all [bodily parts], but as I grew
older, I became suspicious of this judgment, as plausible although certainly not
true; for this organ cannot be generated without blood. The blood from which
the foetus is created accrues through the vessels in the womb, but this blood
clearly arrives at the heart though a vein which first implanted in the liver. But
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even if it arrives through the arteries, whether it is only pneuma that is conveyed
from the womb to the heart, or whether there is also blood together with the
pneuma, the journey will be longer than the one through the veins. For the
arteries which extend from the womb to the heart [of the embryo], after they pass
through the chorion?° and then surround the bladder, first get upon? a bone
located at the lower end of the spine as a whole, and from there they go towards
the lumbar vertebrae and the thorax, and through the artery which extends to
these bodily parts they bring back to the left ventricle of the heart (whatever
part) of the substance is sent out from the womb, be it is only pneuma, as I said,
or if there is also blood with it. It thus does not appear reasonable or indeed
probable that the heart is created before the chorion and the vessels which bring
it blood and pneuma; while it is likewise unlikely that it is formed before the
liver, since it is clearly apparent that a vein formed from all the veins present in
the chorion arrives at the liver before arriving at the heart. Even more absurd
seems to me to be the argument of those who think that the foetal limbs are
formed by the heart. For it is logical that whatever formed the heart itself, and
before it the arteries and the veins as well, and like them the liver together with
them, should also form the rest; some believe this to be the seed expelled into
the womb, while others regard the seed as a mere instrument, and that what
shapes embryos is something else, more divine, thus proclaiming that they lack
any solid knowledge [on the matter].

11. Regarding the so-called humours, namely blood, phlegm, black bile and
yellow bile, I showed what my opinion is in my commentaries on the Hippocratic
On the Nature of Man and in On the Elements According to Hippocrates. Whereas
Hippocrates says that the four humours are generated in all bodies, even when
they are in good health, certain others claim that blood alone is the humour
proper to our nature, with the remaining humours being unnatural. Well, this
opinion is also plausible, but Hippocrates’ is much more truthful than this. The
proof of this is based on an argument already articulated, namely that each of

20 The outermost membrane around the embryo.
21 Or: ‘mount’.
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the purgative drugs attracts to itself one of the humours in question, one
phlegm, another bile, be it yellow or black. Other [drugs], on the other hand,
attract in addition a small part of the other two humours as well, either only one
or both of them. But there are those who claim that the nature of the purgative
drug does not attract the humour contained in the body, but that after attracting
equally all the humours contained in the veins, it alters them into some single
type appropriate to itself. I have discussed these matters not once or twice but
many times, and at some point later on I even wrote a book On the Capacity of
Cleansing Drugs, where it is shown that each of them has the natural attribute of
attracting some humour. And if they claim that a slight change in the humour
occurs at the moment of attraction, we will not object, although it is obvious that
this will be quite minimal, just as the time [of attraction] itself will be very short.
It was also shown that blood alone is the [humour] most appropriate to all
sanguineous animals, while when it comes to the other humours, their produc-
tion is necessary but less so. [It was likewise shown)] that for each of the animals
which lacks blood there is an appropriate humour, just as blood is [the appropri-
ate humour] for us. That the humour contained in the veins is attracted by each
of the purgative drugs is most evident from the fact that when a medicine that
carries off water is given to patients with dropsy, a large amount of watery
[humour] is evacuated, analogous to the evacuation of the latter [that occurs] so
that the swelling of the body may be reduced. In the case of people suffering
from jaundice, on the other hand, the jaundiced colour? is purged proportional
to the evacuation of yellow bile by means of the drug that carries off bile. And if
again one acted contrariwise, by giving the drug that carries off water to a man
suffering from jaundice, and the drug that carries off bile to a man suffering from

22 Le.yellow.
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dropsy, the humour appropriate to the drug would be attracted in very small
quantities and with great difficulty, bringing no benefit whatsoever, while some
damage might actually result from the evacuation. That when we are in a condi-
tion conforming to nature, it is not only blood that is produced from food and
drink but also phlegm, yellow bile and black bile, has been shown by Hippo-
crates in On the Nature of Man. But whether, according to the previous argument,
these humours are generated, or if they result from a necessary consequence,
has been rightly questioned, since those who consider blood the only humour
proper [to the body] put forward plausible arguments. But whether it is the only
proper humour, or whether it is more proper than the others, you should clearly
take care to evacuate the excess of the [two] biles and the phlegm in line with a
healthy diet, so that we do not increase these humours by using an excess of
phlegm-producing or bile-producing foods. If we agree on this point, we will not
damage the activities of our art, based on either opinion, whether we claim that
the four humours relate to the elements, or that blood alone is produced by
nature in the first instance, and that the other three humours necessarily follow
its production. And even if this clearly shows that in cases where the spleen,
when it is inflamed or indurated or suffers other damage, makes pale complex-
ions turn darker, we will not cause damage to the activities of our art, even if
someone does not accept that the melancholic humour is attracted by it [i.e. the
spleen], but declares that it is generated there [i.e. in the spleen]. That one of
these two assertions must be made is already evident, and in the treatise On
Black Bile 1 have shown, along with other things, everything that should be
looked for in connection with this bile.

12. But (what) some men do is even more terrible, when they contradict the
conclusions of the demonstrations without refuting the specific arguments?? put
forward, while others, without putting up with reading patiently, or reading
hastily a single time, are unwilling to engage in careful research over a longer
period of time. In addition, many of them misunderstand the conclusions
themselves, and especially when homonymy is involved, as in the case of the
‘melancholic humour’: for two possible meanings are denoted by this word, not
only one, as in ‘black bile’. In fact, the humour produced in the liver which,

23 Alternative translation: ‘premises’.
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although it is not black bile, can nevertheless become such, if it remains too long
in the veins or if a bad mixture of hot and dry [quality] predominates in the
living being — they call this ‘melancholic humour’, using the same name as the
one reserved for black bile, so that the term ‘melancholic’ can have two mean-
ings, one that designates ‘black bile’ (since this too is called ‘melancholic
humour’), and the other a kind of blood sediment similar to sludge (in) oil, or
dregs in wine; for that too is referred to as ‘melancholic humour’, because it
naturally tends, when it finds a simple pretence, to produce genuine black bile.
It is in this sense that we designate some foods and drinks ‘phlegmatic’ and
others ‘melancholic’. We have demonstrated in the treatise On Natural Capacit-
ies, as well as in On the Capacity of Cleansing Drugs, that the food is carried up
through the same vessels from the belly to the entire body, and sometimes the
humour that is full of bitter bile or the melancholic humour, and at other times
the blood itself is carried backwards from there. Nonetheless, some people
hastily declare it quite impossible that the melancholic blood is attracted from
the vein which extends from the portal fissure of the liver to the spleen, in order
to provide the spleen with food (or is it not impossible for purgative drugs to
attract their appropriate humour, and instead impossible for each of the bodily
parts nourished (by it)? Or that for all these parts there is just that one single
humour appropriate to them, as some call the blood?) without realising that very
many living beings are completely bloodless and receive their food entirely from
one appropriate humour, [which is] cold compared to blood, yet involves a
certain heat of its own — natural or innate or whatever one wishes to call it — that
is somewhat similar to the heat of the liver and of each of the other parts of the
body. For this reason, I say that the heart is like the hearth of heat in living
beings, but I believe that there is another kind of heat in plants, which our body
also shares, and in this sense it also shares in the so-called natural and nourish-
ing (capacity), whether one wants to refer to it as ‘nature’ or even ‘soul’, like
Aristotle and Plato. I also [believe] that this source of natural heat is in the liver,
of the sort that plants have in what is called their ‘rooting’, that is appropriate to
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their substance. But the heat supplied from the heart to the body, through which
a feeling of heat is perceptible to our touch, is different from this, in that the
natural heat is so limited that it does not fall within our perceptive capacity. In
light of the above, we say that in principle there is no heat in plants themselves,
when we compare them to living beings and determine with the help of sensa-
tion the existence of heat. Nor do we disagree with those who believe and pro-
fess that this is the case, so as not to threaten scientific accuracy and lead some-
one to think there is a remarkable disagreement when we claim that animals are
hot, while plants are cold. For he may not realise that, when one uses the terms
accurately, one examines the entire research topic thoroughly in its logical con-
sequentiality until ultimate knowledge is attained, but when, on the other hand,
one investigates another topic and discusses matters in passing, it is enough to
say that something is hot or cold as regards the immediate sensation.

13. Plato himself always describes living beings as endowed with a soul, and
claims that stones, grass, wood and, generally speaking, all plants belong to the
class of inanimate bodies. But when in the Timaeus, to benefit a very small
audience capable of following his scientific arguments, he separates his theory
of nature from common opinion and asserts that the world’s soul extends
throughout the whole world, this should not be seen as a contradiction on the
part of a man who disagrees with himself, nor on the part of Aristotle or
Theophrastus either, when they composed works for a wider audience but also
gave [specialised] lectures for their students. Because the listeners are greatly
annoyed when a doctrine which escapes all perception and requires many
arguments to be proven is exposed inopportunely. So one should not form an
opinion about such matters without having first progressed gradually by means
of a long demonstration towards the conclusion of the entire argument, nor
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[assert] that the soul of the world extends through stones, vessels, sand and the
bodies of dead animals that are entirely burnt or rotted away. For if Plato said
something like this bluntly and so openly to a broad audience, all those present
would have reprimanded him. But I showed in other writings where he started
from to arrive at this opinion, without supporting him in his assertion or
maintaining a firm position. Because he himself is not proclaiming in this sense
the details of his theory of nature, but he says that he is merely advancing this
up to the point of the plausible and the reasonable. That plants, however, have
within them a principle of motion and the perception of what is proper and
foreign to them, I believe to be true, although I am being even more careful than
that man not to discuss such issues inopportunely. But if someone asks me in
what respect animals are superior to plants, I say that it is in respect to [their
possession of] sensation and voluntary motion; and I call the capacities I
mentioned earlier, namely the attractive, the expulsive, the retentive and the
transformative, not psychic but natural, seeing that in no way does this formula-
tion harm either the medical art or moral philosophy. But when it becomes
necessary for me to explain the individual character of the natural part of moral
philosophy according to Plato’s view, I praise some of his doctrines straightaway
and declare myself in agreement with this man, but for other doctrines I only
endorse them to the point of plausibility, just as I am left in complete uncertainty
about certain other issues, having no inclination [to declare] regarding such
controversial matters that there is another opinion more plausible than these.
(Now), regarding the substance of the psychic capacities, I am aware, (like) all
human beings, that we have a soul, since we clearly see the activities performed
through our body when we walk and sometimes run or wrestle, as well as when
we experience all kinds of sensations; and also since we consider there to be
causes for these actions by virtue of a certain natural axiom?* we all accept,
according to which we realise that nothing happens without a cause. But
because they do not know the cause of these actions, they gave it a name from its

24 Or: ‘proposition’.
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ability to accomplish what it accomplishes, that is to say, a capacity for carrying
out everything that takes place. Thus, for example, we all concur that scammony
has a cathartic capacity?, just as the medlar has the ability to suppress the
stomach?.

14. But those who conduct detailed research on the so-called ‘natural theory’
rely on various personal interpretations: some declare that certain incorporeal
capacities dwell in sensible substances, others that the substances themselves
act according to their particular nature, whether this comes from the mixture of
the four elements or from some combination of primary bodies, which some say
are atoms, others unjointed, others indivisible, others homogenous particles
(and yet others non-homogenous particles). Indeed, some actually think that our
soul itself is an incorporeal substance, others a pneuma, just as still others
[think] that it has no particular existence on its own, but is the propriety of the
body’s substance and is said to possess the capacities of what it is naturally
capable of doing; although some of these specific substances have no particular
nature, nonetheless the operative substance itself is said to have the capacities
of accomplishing what it has been created for in relation to what occurs through
it and under its sway. In this debate I took a middle position. For even though for
other doctrines I frankly declare that I recognise the truth contained in some,
while for others I know nothing of it whatsoever, in the matters I just discussed, I

25 Namely ‘a purgative power’.
26 Or: ‘has the ability to bind the stomach’, i.e. ‘has the ability to cause constipation’.
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concede only the probable, believing that it would be better if I knew them to
such an extent as to be able to pronounce about them as I did about others,
without however persuading myself, as others have done, that I have certain
knowledge of matters of which I have no certain proof. I therefore also want to
discuss all such things, knowledge of which is unnecessary for the health of the
body or the moral qualities of the soul, but which, were they known with
certainty, could have been an additional ornament to those things accomplished
thanks to an exact knowledge in the field of medicine and moral philosophy. I
say that moral philosophy is both useful and attainable by all those who wish to
practise it. I have written two books about these issues, but at present I will only
do what I have promised to do, embarking upon the following point.

15. I declare that I am certain that all the bodies around us result from a mixture
of the four elements, and in addition through their complete mixture, not, as
Empedocles thought, through their fragmentation into tiny particles. But wheth-
er all bodily substances interpenetrate each other or just the qualities, I neither
say that is it necessary to know nor do I make any firm pronouncement. Yet I
think it more likely that the mixtures occur in accord with the qualities. I do not
claim to be certain whether the soul is immortal and governs living beings by
mingling with bodily substances, just as [I do not claim to know] whether the
soul has no substance in itself. But the following seems clear to me, namely that
as long as the soul resides in bodies, it is subservient to their natures, which, as I
said, result from a mixture of the four elements. And in this respect, I believe
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that no one will be damaged as far as the practice of the medical art is concerned
from ignorance of what is called empsychosis and metempsychosis. For the body
must be suitable to receive the soul, and when it undergoes a substantial altera-
tion in its mixture, the soul must immediately depart from it, for example when
it is strongly cooled through the evacuation of blood and through taking cooling
drugs, as well as when the ambient air is very cold, or when the body is heated
excessively during fevers, inhalation of flame or the consumption of overheating
drugs. And it is not only when the mixture of the body undergoes such a change
that we see the soul separate from the body, but also when it is entirely deprived
of breath, for in this case too there definitely occurs an alteration in the body. So
I believe I understand that as long as the natural balanced mixture is maintained
in the body, it is impossible for the soul to depart from it. And for this reason, it
is unnecessary to know what the substance of the soul is either for the cure of
diseases or for the preservation of health or even when it comes to moral,
practical and political philosophy; for one can call it what one will, provided one
separates it from theoretical philosophy. I have written more extensively on these
topics in other works. And with the number and kind of the natural capacities
having been demonstrated, the next research question to undertake as a
consequence is the sense in which we say that they attract what is appropriate
while expelling what is foreign. Because it seems impossible, before clearly
knowing what is appropriate and what is foreign, to be able to materialise the
attraction of the appropriate or the rejection of the foreign. And this knowledge
seems to be the activity of a sensitive capacity. This is why a possible misunder-
standing can arise from this statement — despite the fact that Plato has clearly
stated that what plants have is a different kind of sensation - if the auditors
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think that there is in plants a cognitive capacity regarding what is appropriate
and foreign. For these are the only things plants have the capacity to distinguish,
whether it arises from pleasure or pain or even affections that are similar or
analogous to them, with the vegetative soul not participating in other sensory
diagnostics. For it lacks the capacity to distinguish visual, auditory, olfactory,
gustatory or tactile qualities, but only what can nourish or not nourish. Because
it attracts to itself what is capable of nourishing, it retains them, digests them
and transforms them into substances appropriate to what is being nourished
(accepting all this), while not accepting the things that cannot nourish. There-
fore Plato seems to me to be right to say that plants have perception, namely of
what is appropriate and what is foreign, and that it is in this respect that they
could rightly be called ‘living beings’, as well as because they are not deprived of
motion that comes from themselves. But since this kind of knowledge is not
essential for medicine (and moral) philosophy, I am content to proceed only to
the level of plausibility for reasons of consequentiality, and to praise Plato for
calling plants as well ‘living beings’ and for saying that they participate in a
sense-perception that is the only one capable of distinguishing between the
appropriate and the inappropriate, which, if you consider the matter closely, will
appear to belong to the genus of the pleasant and not the unpleasant. For it is
possible to say that they attract what is appropriate for no other reason than to
assimilate it to themselves, or because of the satisfaction and the pleasure that
arises in these cases. But, as I said, when it comes to medicine, it suffices to
know only the following, namely that [plants] attract what is appropriate, from
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which they naturally derive their nourishment, and that they reject what is
foreign to them. But an exact knowledge of such matters is even more useless for
moral philosophy, which is why Plato made no mention of it.
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