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Abstract

According to the traditional view, the notion of imagination in early modern aesthetics
was a rather marginal and subsidiary concept within the classical doctrine of wzmesis
dominated by rules and reason. The present paper raises some doubts about this well-
established opinion. It argues that even if imagination in early modern aesthetics did not
play as prominent role as in Romantic poetics, the concept had significant relevance. It
presents one important episode from the Renaissance debate on imagination, which arose
from the sixteenth century literary quarrel over the artistic quality and the uncertain genre
of Dante’s Commedia. Its main distinctive category was “fantastic imitation” — a concept
derived from Plato, yet misunderstood and thus transformed.
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la phantasia ¢ la propria potenza delle favole poetiche.
(Mazzoni 2017: 547)

In his famous 1966 essay Jalons pour une histoire du concept d’imagination, Jean Starobinski
asked a vital question: should scholars be content with the stereotypically strong contrast
between the hegemony of reason in early modern literature and the flourishing of imagi-
nation in Romanticism? (Starobinski 1970). Despite the considerable time that has passed
since Starobinski’s observations, the thought-scheme he pointed out seems to remain
valid. It is still quite common to contrast the Romantic creative imagination, liberated
from the restrictions of reason, and the latter’s dominance in the old-fashioned doctrine
of imitation. According to this, the late 18®-century ‘discovery’ of imagination is to be
valued higher than the humble cluster of concepts, i.e. invention, znugenium or wit, and
finally phantasia-imaginatio', which were used to desctibe the nature of artistic imitation in
classical aesthetics.

In recent decades, Renaissance scholars have attempted to prove that the notion of
phantasia-imaginatio had significant relevance in early modern aesthetics, and was closer to
the idea of ‘creativity’ than previously assumed (cf. Kemp 1977; Faivre 1981; Cocking
1991; Wels 2005; Chevrolet 2007; Giglioni 2010). However, these attempts are still not
sufficiently widespread and few in number compared to the numerous studies on the
category of imagination in philosophy?. This shows how strong the silent assumption is
that phantasia-imaginatio is nothing more than a marginal, merely subsidiary concept within
the early modern aesthetics of mzmesis. 1f this were the case, it certainly seems less at-
tractive than imagination in early modern philosophy — understood as a faculty of the

' The term phantasia-imaginatio that links together both the Greek version and its Latin equivalent is well

established in scholarship. It appears for instance as the title of the volume of studies on the philosophy
of imagination, cf. Phantasia-imaginatio 1988. However, terms phantasia and imaginatio in medieval and early
modern philosophy were used to describe different capacities of the soul — so-called internal senses
(cf. Wolfson 1973: 250-314), in early modern aesthetics both terms were usually designating the capacity
responsible for ‘making images’. For this reason, in the general introduction to this paper, I often use the
form phantasia-imaginatio rather than two separate classical terms or their modern equivalents.

I would like to mention here at least three valuable volumes on the imagination in philosophy, which have
been published in recent decades: Phantasia-imaginatio 1988; Imago in phantasia depicta’ 1999; De la phantasia
a limagination 2003.
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soul or one of the internal senses participating in the process of acquiring knowledge.
Moreover, Renaissance phantasia-imaginatio may appear less impressive than, for instance,
Coleridge’s famous distinction between passive fantasy and vital imagination (Coleridge
1834: 172-173) and less striking than Wordsworth’s imagination defined as “Reason in her
most exalted mood” (Wordsworth 1850: 361).

What should not be neglected in this context is an obvious fact that the Romantic po-
etics shaped our modern thinking about the creative power of imagination. Being aware
of that, we need, therefore, to be very careful while confronting theories of the past
with Romantic or modern assumptions about imagination. Doing otherwise might cause
a misunderstanding that could arise from overlapping the early modern concept with
the essentially modern meanings. In classical studies on the ancient concept of phantasia,
scholars occasionally resolve this issue in a very radical manner by completely abandon-
ing the standatrd translation of the Greek term phantasia as ‘imagination’. In a study on
carly modern aesthetics, it is neither necessary nor possible, because both terms, inherited
from Greek and Roman Antiquity, i.e. phantasia and imaginatio, were almost interchangeably
used in Renaissance treatises (with some marginal exceptions). Moreover, the meanings of
‘imagination’ in some of the late Renaissance poetics, which appreciated its image-making,
unifying and even ‘transformative’ powers, were not extremely distant from some of the
carly Romantic assumptions. But even if certain similarities are evident, in order to avoid
imposing modern assumptions on the Renaissance theories, caution is required in any at-
tempt to confront these terms. A complete comparison between the late Renaissance and
the Romantic aesthetic theory of the imagination — though possible and undoubtedly
needed — should be considered within the broad context of sixteenth—eighteenth centu-
ry philosophical debates over the concept of imagination, and such a complex endeavour
exceeds the modest ambitions of the present brief essay. What will be emphasised be-
low is the importance of the question of phantasia-imaginatio, particularly vital in aesthetic
thought at the end of the sixteenth century, with some fragments of late Renaissance
poetics, which can easily disprove the traditional assumption about the marginal function
of imagination in early modern aesthetics.

There exists a certain affinity between ancient and early modern aesthetic notions of
phantasia, which can shed light on one of the differences between the Renaissance and
the eighteenth century view of imagination. Both the Renaissance and the Romantic im-
agination involve so-called mental images. However, the Romantic way of thinking about
imagination and mental images implies that “the mind projects its images outward onto
the world, functioning like a lamp rather than a mirror”, as Anne Sheppard has recently
emphasized, quoting M.H. Abram’s famous contrast from The Mirror and the Lamp, and
concluding that “ancient poetics is predominantly the poetics of the mirror rather than
the lamp” (Sheppard 2014: 2). This principle applies to some extent to the Renaissance
poetics of phantasia-imaginatio. Since Marsilio Ficinos commentaries to Plato’s dialogues
(cf. e.g. Ficino 1987: 124), the imaginative power (vzs imaginativa) was compared by Renais-
sance thinkers to a mirror that reflects images received from sense perception or — in the
theories inspired by Neoplatonic thought — visions from the intelligible world. We come
across such definitions of mirror-like phantasia, crystal-like or glass-like imagination in

ot e.g. Modrak 1986. For a detailed discussion on the concepts phantasia and imaginatio in ancient thought

cf. Sheppard 2014; Manieri 1998; Watson1988; Rispoli 1985; Armisen 1979; 1980.
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treatises by Bernardino Tomitano, Torquato Tasso, Pierre de Primaudaye, George Putten-
ham, and others (cf. Tomitano 1570: 419r; La Primaudaye 1580: 93; Tasso 1964: 91; 1859:
230; Puttenham 2007; 108-109).

However, this does not mean that Renaissance theory excludes creative functions of
phantasia-imaginatio; beside the mirror analogy, the figures of Proteus and chameleon are
also used to describe the productive and combinatory capacities of imagination. “Im-
aginatio est tamquam Proteus vel Cameleon” — Ficino writes when he is explaining the
cooperation between imagination and sense perception (Ficino 1576: 1825). In the fol-
lowing century Alessandro Lionardi, a theorist of poetic invention, though he does not
use the term imagination, equates the poet’s creative and inventive vigor with the figure
of Proteus, who is able to transform himself into any thing or any person he wishes
(Lionardi 1554: 63).

Lionardi’s statement reveals a characteristic, well-known feature of the Renaissance
mode of explaining the nature of the artist’s creativity, which often omits the terms “im-
agination” or “fantasy” and satisfies itself with the concept of invention — not always
explicitly linked with the faculty of imagination. Pierre de Ronsard’s interpretation of the
invention as “a natural gift of imagination” (“le bon naturel d’une imagination”) (Ronsard
1870: 408) is an exception rather than a rule among the standard Renaissance definitions
of poetic invention. Sidney’s famous proclamation about the liberty of the poet’s crea-
tion “within the zodiac of his own wit” (Sidney 2002: 85) displays similar tendency. Sidney
does not mention the term imagination in this passage, but his figure of the poet “lifted
up with the vigour of his own invention” who creates imaginary beings, non-existent in
the external realm of reality (like Cyclops, Chimeras etc.), can be easily compared with
many of the Renaissance explanations of phantasia-imaginatio as a faculty that conjures up
fantastic creatures and images.

Much of the material to be discussed in the next part of this paper belongs to the late
Renaissance line of aesthetic thought, in which the concept of imagination appears explic-
itly and has great relevance. A detailed presentation of the entire Renaissance debate on
imagination is outside the scope of this essay, so I will focus only on one of its ‘episodes™
on the discussion that emerged from a sixteenth century controversy over the artistic qual-
ity and the uncertain genre of Dante’s Commedia. Almost all theories described below are
indebted to Plato’s Sophist, and in particular to the Platonic division of “image-making art’
(ezdolopoiifke techne) into likeness-making art” (ezkastike techne) and “fantastic art” (phantastike
techne) (Sophist 235D-236D). But most of them, although they use Plato’s concepts, remain
very distant from the philosopher’s original thought and draw on a distorted interpretation
of the notion of the so-called fantastic imitation. On the other hand, the same theories,
which use Plato’s concepts to establish the role of imagination within the doctrine of -
mesis are deeply entrenched in Aristotle’s Poetics. Both traditions, Platonic and Aristotelian,
reinterpreted and intermingled, constitute the late Renaissance theory of imagination and
are equally important in a long and heated literary quarrel over Dante’s Commedia.

The starting point of the debate remains a mystery. It was sparked in 1572 by a much
circulated manuscript entitled Discorso. .. nel quale si dimostra imperfettione della “Comedia” di
Dante — a brief treatise written by an anonymous author, disguised under the pseudonym

>
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Anselmo (or in some versions Ridolfo) Castravilla®. He started the quatrel and then disap-
peared, never to intervene in later polemics. He did without a doubt, however, provoke
one of the most important theoretical discussions of the late cinguecento. Castravilla’s viru-
lent and impertinent attack on Commedia reveals a strongly orthodox — and in some re-
spects (especially from a modern perspective) naive — Aristotelianism. Its argumentation
scheme is clear and simple — by juxtaposing the Commnedia’s structure with literally and
dogmatically understood Aristotelian rules from the Poefics, Castravilla proves the alleged
existence of Dante’s errors, imperfections and deficiencies: lack of action and lack of plot,
absence of unity and clarity, lack of verisimilitude, etc. Finally, he argues that Dante’s work
cannot be called a poem as it is merely a narration of a dream (“sogno raccontato”) rather
than an imitation of action (Castravilla 1608: 205-215).

For Castravilla’s adversaries, his uncompromising dogmatism opened an excellent op-
portunity to reinterpret many of the crucial aesthetic and poetic concepts, such as imita-
tion, fiction, probability, credibility, poetic truth and falsehood, and last but not least —
imagination and fantasy. At the same time, it led the sixteenth century critics to raise some
doubts about Aristotle’s Poeties as a universal instrument for evaluating poetry. The skepti-
cism regarding the usefulness of the Poezzes’ rules was expressed immediately and vividly
in the Florentine Accademia degli Alterati (cf. Weinberg 1961: 837—842). But the most
exceptional, innovative and even ‘vanguard’ theory of poetry, springing from Castravilla’s
dogmatism, was formulated by the Cesenese philosopher Jacopo Mazzoni.

Shortly after the appearance of Castravilla’s manuscript, a copy was sent to Mazzoni
from Florence by Tarquinio Venturelli, who asked for an apologetic response. So in 1572,
Mazzoni published his first objection against the attack on Dante: a short discourse enti-
tled Discorso in difesa della Comedia di Dante. His later massive treatise Della difesa della Comedia
di Dante was printed fifteen years later in Cesena as a polemic with Belissario Bulgarini’s
Aleune considerationi sopra’ I’ Discorso di M. Jacopo Magzoni (1583). The second part of Difesa,
with four additional books, was published posthumously a hundred years later. It is hard
to precisely define the reasons that inspired Mazzoni’s reaction against Castravilla’s manu-
script, and then his elaborate rejection of Bulgarini’s arguments. Was it only his admiration
for Dante’s poetic achievements and a wish to correct the theorists’ unjust interpreta-
tions, which made the philosopher devote more than a thousand pages to literary theory?
Or was it his ambition to formulate a new, eclectic theory of poetry, based on a synthesis
of Platonic and Aristotelian concepts?

As aresult of his aspirations, Mazzoni created a monumental, erudite treatise, described
by Italian scholars as enciclopedia letteraria®. The question of imagination constitutes an im-
portant part of its argumentation constructed diligently in order to refute Castravilla’s and
Bulgarini’s claim that Commedia is not imitation, but only a narration of a dream. Mazzoni

* Despite several modern hypotheses according to which the pseudonym Castravilla disguised the identity

of such persons as Girolamo Muzio, Ortensio Lando, Belissario Bulgarini (a prolific participant of the
discussion) or Leonardo Salviati, the identity of the author is still unknown. For a further description of
the course of the quarrel over Dante, cf.: Weinberg 1961: 99-1073.

> Despite the existing scholarship (cf. e.g. Scarpati 1985; 2002; Gigante 2001; 2003; Moreschini 2016; as well
as less detailed statements by Weinberg 1961; Hathaway 1962; Chevrolet 2007; Giglioni 2010), Mazzoni’s
monumental poetics still requires detailed studies. The critical edition of the first book of Difesa was pub-
lished in 2017, cf. Jacopo Mazzoni, Della difesa della Comedia di Dante, a cura di Claudio Moreschini e Luigia
Businarolo, Societa di Studi Romagnoli, Cesena.
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devotes a large part of Difesa (book I, chap. 43—70) to the long history and various mean-
ings of the concept of phantasia, trying to provide an unquestionable foundation for an
accurate interpretation of Dante’s words from the final canto of Paradiso: ‘A I’alta fantasia
qui manco possa’ (XXXIII, 142). According to Castravilla and Belissario Bulgarini, these
words testify to the fact that the whole Commedia is nothing more than a ‘narration of
a dream’ (“narrazion d’un sogno”) because the term fantasia should be understood here
as “dream”. To prove this thesis, Bulgarini refers to Quintilian’s well-known definition
from Institutio oratoria of phantasia as visio (V1 2, 29), challenging Mazzoni’s conviction that
Dante’s word fantasia means concetto poetico (Bulgarini 1583: 33).

Mazzoni, on the contrary, argues that phantasia is an equivocal term and as such cannot
be interpreted in one way, i.e. only as dream. Dante’s critics, writes Mazzoni, neglect the
fact that the concept has at least four meanings and can indicate: 1) “a faculty of the soul”
(“potenza dell’anima”); 2) “a form of this faculty” (“forma della sudetta potenza”); 3) “an
image imprinted on it” (“specie, che s'imprime in quella”); 4) an emotion caused by ap-
pearances or dreams (Mazzoni 2017: 437). Then, he analyzes ancient and medieval philo-
sophical theories of phantasia, especially those from Platonic and Peripatetic traditions. He
is well-prepared for this kind of a task as the author of a treatise on moral philosophy
(De triplici hominum vita, activa nempe, contemplativa & religiosa methodi tres, 1577), where phan-
tasia as a faculty of the soul is well described. He approaches the question of the relation
between the intellect (“intelletto”) and phantasia, the condition of phantasmata, but in Difesa
he investigates also the meanings of the word phantasia in Tuscan poetry to conclude that
the concept can be understood as an image/imagination generated by an exterior object
and at the same time as internal concetto poetico. Dante’s usage of the term in the final canto,
argues Mazzoni, means mainly concetto poetico created by the artist’s imagination:

Dico ultimemente che quella voce [phantasia] puo esser presa per imaginatione nata da og-
getto esteriore, et insieme per concetto Poetico senza contradditione. Perché devesi sapere, che
il concetto veramente Poetico ha sempre P'origine sua da oggetto fabbricato dall’anima (...).

(Mazzoni 2017: 450)

There is a close similarity between Mazzoni’s explication of the category of concetto poetico
as a product of phantasia and the definitions of conmcetto, which appear in the sixteenth
and seventeenth century theories of art, primarily in those based on a distorted Platonic
concept of the Idea (cf. Panofsky 1968). According to this tradition, concetto is an idea or
a ‘model’ of a work of art formed in the artist’s mind and then reproduced (or rather
‘represented’) in a sculpture, a painting or a poem. In Giorgio Vasari’s preface to Laives,
disegno is defined as an expression of an idea imagined in the artist’s mind — “concetto
(...) nella mente imaginato” (Vasari 1568: 43). Earlier, Benedetto Varchi in his lecture
on Michelangelo’s sonnet Nown ha [lottimo artista in se aleun concetto proves that by concetto
Michelangelo means “that form or image, called by some people the intention, that we
have within our imagination” (“dentro nella fantasia”, Varchi 1549: 24). In addition, Var-
chi is convinced (and proves it diligently in Aristotelian terms) that Michelangelo’s usage
of the word “intelletto” means simply phantasia (Varchi 1549: 30-32; cf. Panofsky 1968:
119-121; Summers 1981: 203-216). Similar thoughts on concetto, closely linked with the
faculties of phantasia or imagination, are reiterated by Torquato Tasso and Camillo Pel-
legrino, Giovan Paolo Lomazzo, and later by Federico Zuccari and Giovan Pietro Bellori.
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Phantasia-imaginatio, therefore, is not only a subsidiary function, but rather an indispensable
faculty during the ‘embryonic’ stage of the process of artistic creation.

From this perspective, Mazzoni’s conflation of phantasia and concetto poetico seems rather
conventional. But what is more striking and seems highly innovative in his argumentation
is his conviction about the intimate connections between poetry and dreams. Interpreting
the different meanings of the notion of phantasia, he points to a close affinity between
poetic verisimilitude and dreams, arguing that both have their source in imagination: “la
Phantasia, ¢ commune potenza dell’anima a’sogni, et al verisimile Poetico” (Mazzoni 2017:
546). The only difference between them is the contribution of the will in the process of
constructing concetto poetico and an absence of the will in an involuntary act of dreaming,
In a sense, his theoretical intuition (inspired by Aristotle’s psychological statements on the
role of phantasia in dreams and by Dante’s words) precedes the twentieth century insights
put forward by Freud or Bachelard.

Mazzoni finishes with a manifest apotheosis of phantasia as a proprium for poetry. He is
convinced that only imaginative power enables the poet to create poetic fiction; from this
premise, he infers a general conclusion that poetry consists of “fabricated and imagined
things™:

(...) la Phantasia ¢ la propria potenza delle favole Poetiche, poich’ ella sola ¢ capace di quelle
fittioni, che da noi stessi possiamo fingere, e fabbricare. A che segue necessariamente, che la
Poesia sia di cose finte, et imaginate. Anzi ella ¢ di cose finte, et imaginate, perche ¢ fondata
nella Phantasia. (Mazzoni 2017: 547)

Then, Mazzoni develops his original theory of imitation, reconciling the aspects of fantasy,
believability/ credibility, possibility, and wonder. As a foundation for this theoretical con-
struction, he uses Aristotle’s doctrine of verisimilitude (ezkos) from Poetics and a particu-
larly inspiring Aristotelian notion of adunata eikota — ‘likely impossibilities” or ‘believable
impossibilities’ which are much more preferred in poetry than unconvincing ‘unbelievable
possibilities’ (dunata apithana) (Poet. 1460a 27). Mazzoni draws on Aristotle’s concepts of
etkos, ‘believable impossibility” and ‘wondet” (thaumaston), coming to his own conclusions.
His main assumption is that credibile meraviglioso — ‘believable wonder” — constitutes the
very essence of a work of art (cf. Mazzoni 1578: 403—410; Giglioni 2010: 7-10). There
are some hints in his theory of poetic credibility, which foreshadow Coleridge’s famous
notion of “the willing suspension of disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic
faith” (Coleridge 1834: 174).

But Aristotelian concepts, though extremely useful as an inspiration for Mazzoni’s
theory of ‘believable wonder’, are not enough to satisfy his theoretical ambition and apol-
ogetic purpose. To prove that Dante’s poem belongs to the highly valued category of
poesia phantastica, he refers to the Platonic division of “image-making art” (ezdolopoiike techne)
into the ‘likeness-making art” (ezkastike techne) and the “fantastic art” (phantastike techne).
The distinction between the two types of imitation is established in Plato’s Sgphist in the
discussion on dealing with appearances between Theaetetus and the Stranger from Elea.
“Icastic art” deals with likenesses — ¢zkona, which are like the original (but as copies they
remain different from the original). “Fantastic art” deals with appearances — phantasmata,
which seem to be like the original, but are not, creating only an illusion of likeness from
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a distance (Sophist 235D-236D)°. The difference, therefore, is between reality and its rep-
resentation, between “objectively correct” and “frompe ['vei/ imitation” as Erwin Panofsky
pointed out in his Idea (1968: 215, n. 51), between likeness and illusion. “Fantastic art” is
“viewer relative” (Halliwell 2002: 62) — the effect of the illusion of likeness is achieved
thanks to the operation of perspective and depends on an appropriate distance from which
the viewer observes the product of phantastike techne. “Icastic” or “assimilative art” — as
Marsilio Ficino named it in his commentary to the Sophist — “portrays something ac-
cording to the model of something that actually exists”, ars imaginaria (phantastica) on the
contrary — “feigns phantastic simulacra of what do not exist” (Ficino 1989: 268-269).
In Plato’s dialogue there is no link between the notion of phantastike techne and the con-
cept of phantasia understood as a faculty, which produces images of non-existent objects.
Mazzoni, however, inspired by Ficino’s interpretation of the Sophisz, makes a strange use
of the Platonic notions. He transfers the meanings and interprets Platonic kinds of imita-
tion in terms of the “reproduction of reality” and the “production” of imaginary beings,
providing a distorted version of Plato’s division. The first kind of “image making art” —
imitatione icastica is explained by him as an imitation of objects that exist independently
and “outside” the artist’s mind, while iitatione phantastica relies on the “representation” of
objects which exist only within the artist’s phantasia. The poet who follows the rules of
phantastica imitates the “caprice” (capriccio) of his own fantasy:

(...) Pimitatione puo farsi in due modi; il primo de’quali ¢ quando si vanno imitando le cose,
che sono fuori del nostro intelletto, (...) Il secondo modo ¢ quando I'Imitatore non rappre-
senta se non quelle specie, ch’egli ha concette nella sua phantasia. E in questa maniera non
imita oggetto porto di fuori, ma solo il capriccio e la phantasia sua. (...) Phantastica ¢ quella
che rappresenta i concetti della nostra phantasia, che non hanno certa e ferma corrispondenza
colle cose di fuori. (Mazzoni 1587: 394)

The fantastic sort of imitation, which activates the imaginative power, obviously prevails
in Mazzoni’s theory over “icastic imitation”, which consists only in reproduction of cop-
ies of existing things. From distorted Platonic concepts mixed with Aristotelian doctrine
of poetic eikos, Mazzoni infers the conclusion that the “icastic” kind of imitation is ap-
propriate for a historian rather than for a poet: the true and perfect poet is one who
follows “fantastic imitation”: “il vero e perfetto Poeta ¢ quello, che prende I'imitatione
phantastica” (ibidem 395). Only smitatione phantastica — and Dante’s Commedia belongs to
this category — is able to reach the very essence of poetry, namely believable wonder —
credibile meraviglioso.

The manifest appreciation of the “fantastic imitation” and the poet’s imaginative ac-
tivity reconciled with the doctrine of poetic credibility, constitute the most original and
distinctive features of Mazzoni’s innovative aesthetic project. It is no wonder, therefore,
that his theory attracted the curiosity of Renaissance humanists and contributed to the
later career of the concept of “fantastic imitation”.

The first to follow Mazzoni was Gregorio Comanini who adapted Mazzoni’s doctrine
to the theory of painting in his dialogue I/ Figino overo del fine della pittura (1591). Comanini

For a detailed discussion of the meaning and philosophical implications of Plato’s concepts of eikastike and
phatastike techne in the Sophist, cf. e.g. Notomi 1999: 246-269; Napolitano Valditara 2007: 165-178; Zawadzki
2007, as well as some interesting remarks by Halliwell 2002: 62—64; 328.
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makes the same use of Platonic distinction from the Sophist, interpreting icastic imita-
tion in terms of reproduction of “things as they are” (“imita le cose, le quali sono”), and
fantastic imitation in terms of inventiveness and representation of non-existent objects
(“finge cose non esistenti”’) (Comanini 1591: 28; cf. Comanini 2001). The former category
includes painters who represent objects that actually exist in nature, the latter — those
who express their own capriccio, which had never been depicted before. Similarly to Maz-
zoni, Comanini indicates a close link between fantastic imitation and the faculty of imagi-
nation (“la virta fantastica”), which deals with images received from external senses and
internal sensus communis — uniting, recomposing and transforming them into new forms
(Comanini 1591: 51). For Comanini, the best example of the “fantastic painter” endowed
with a “formidable fantasy” (“fantasia gagliardissima”) is Giuseppe Arcimboldo — the
one who creates marvelous caprices, never seen before and out of the ordinary images,
ingeniously and arbitrarily joining together elements which could seem impossible to rec-
oncile.

Comanini’s theory shows explicitly that at the end of Renaissance, Plato’s notion of
phantastike techne had completely lost its original meaning of ‘#rompe'vei/ imitation” and had
been radically transformed becoming a useful argument for all “apologists’ of imagination.
For this reason, when Franciscus Junius composes his theory of painting in the first half
of the seventeenth century, he can call upon Plato’s authority to confirm his thesis on the
importance of the painter’s imagination. And in his version as well, phantastike techne is
interpreted as an “expression” of objects formed by fantasy:

So doth then this same most fertile power of our soule [imagination], according to Plato his
opinion, yeeld two sorts of Imitation: the first medleth onely with things seene, whilest they
are set before eyes; the other on the contrary studieth also to expresse things prefigured only
and represented by the phantasie. (Junius 1638: 18—19)

However, not all of the Renaissance humanists were as prone as Comanini to accept
Mazzoni’s erroneous interpretation of Plato’s notion of fantastic imitation. Mazzoni’s
most acute adversary was Francesco Patrizi, the vanguard author of “aesthetics of mar-
velous”, who rejected the traditional Aristotelian equivocation between poetry and zzimsesis.
He correctly interprets Plato’s distinction between the two kinds of imitation and points
out Mazzoni’s misinterpretation. Patrizi is very close to Plato’s thought when he argues
that both eikastike techne and “fantastic imitation” should be understood as production of
images (idoli) — or similar to the model (“icone cio¢ la effigie vera™, or appearance (“im-
magine apparente”) — and both “have their ontological counterpart in the reality outside
the mind” (Giglioni 2010: 11; Patrizi 1969: 78-82; 1970: 278). Although Patrizi mocks
Mazzoni’s reading of phantastie techne in terms of activity of imagination, he is far from
disapproving the very concept of phantasia and its role in poetry, yet he does not treat
imagination as the only and most important faculty that participates in the process of
creation of poetic wonder (meravigha) (ct. Patrizi 1970: 360).

Another adversary is Torquato Tasso, an advocate of “icastic imitation”, who pro-
tests against Mazzoni’s definition of poetry as a kind of sophistic art. Such ‘sisterhood’
between poetry and sophistry is totally unacceptable in his poetics. In consequence, he
rejects the belief that the phantastic is the most perfect kind of imitation, as it represents
“what does not exist”, namely falsehood, while true poetry — and here Tasso calls upon
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Atristotle’s Poetics — should deal with things that “are, were, or may be”. For Tasso, poetry
belongs rather to the category of dialectic and the poet, though he is a maker of images
(¢doli), is more like a dialectician or a theologian than a deceitful sophist (Tasso 1964:
86-89). Tasso’s argumentation concerning poetic truth and falsehood is elaborate and
very consistent, therefore as a defender of ‘true’ icastic poetry he cannot concede with
Mazzoni that poetry is the ‘product’ of mere phantasia — the faculty of the sensitive soul,
which is not an intellective power (virtz intellettiva). That is why, by mixing the Aristotelian
definition of phantasia from De Anima (3.3) with Neoplatonic thought, he establishes a dif-
ferentiation between simple fantasy and its higher form — fantasia intelettnale that has an
access to the intelligible (Tasso 1964: 90-91). Only the latter type of imagination plays
a significant role in “true poetry” and therefore Tasso argues that Dante’s expression alfa
fantasia should be read precisely in the sense of “intellectual imagination” (izaginazione
intellettuale).

The dual imagination theory that discriminates between phantasia and its more noble
version zmaginazione intellettuale has its beginnings in a long tradition rooted in Avicenna’s
division between two kinds of ‘imagination’ — sensory, receptive zzaginatio (that only
receives and preserves ‘images’ obtained from semsus commmunis) and deliberative, active
vis imaginativa (Avicenna 1546: 13r—14r; cf. Kemp 1977: 362; Russo 2002: 200-230). But
Tasso’s theory of ‘intellectual imagination’ with its context requires a separate study. What
is important at this point is the fact that despite his rejection of Mazzoni’s apotheosis of
“fantastic imitation” he does not refute the thesis about the importance of imagination in
the process of artistic creation. This is consistent with the view he expressed in his letters,
namely that the poet needs a “strong imagination” (imaginazione gagliarda) (Tasso 1804:
260). In his argument with Mazzoni, Tasso develops the theory of phantasia providing
a highly intellectualized concept of imagination.

In the case of Philip Sidney’s theory of creative imitation one could expect that the no-
tion of fantastic imitation” — similar to the one proposed by Mazzoni — would appear
in his Apology, yet Sidney’s statements are more akin to Tasso’s. However, unlike Mazzoni
and Tasso, he associates imitation with the power of wit (the concept whose vast meaning
embraces both faculties — reason and imagination), and not explicitly with the faculty of
phantasia. Sidney correctly interprets Platonic notions of icastic and fantastic art and re-
mains a skeptic about the deceitful phantastica, “which doth infect the fancy with unworthy
objects; as the painter, that should give to the eye either some excellent perspective, or
some fine picture (...)” (Sidney 2002: 104).

Despite more or less manifest differences between Renaissance theorists’ opinions on
the category of “fantastic imitation”, it is unquestionable that at the end of the sixteenth
century their position towards imagination shows evident appreciation. Sometimes there
is a subtle ambivalence as in the case of Tasso and Sidney, whose theories reveal a mixture
of attraction and resistance towards the possibly deceitful phantasia or “fantastic imita-
tion”. Sometimes it is a profound fascination as in the case of Mazzoni and Comanini.
Renaissance theorists were convinced that phantasia-imaginatio plays an important role in
the process of artistic creation — either as a faculty responsible for creating non-existent,
imaginative beings, or as an intellective capacity that reaches the intelligible. Moreover —
as clearly shown in the theory of concetto — imagination’s activity was absolutely indispen-
sable during an internal act of cogitation when an idea (concetto) or disegno is formed in the
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artist’s mind. Imagination is the source of internal creativity, though obviously it is not
the only ‘architect’ of the work of art that freely and arbitrarily determines all its features.
Phantasia cooperates with other internal senses — with memory and cogitatio, then with
intellect and reason. But this necessary relationship between imagination and the higher
intellective powers does not involve its absolute subordination to reason in the act of crea-
tion — rather it is a reciprocal interrelation: “without fantasy the intellect would be blind”,
as one of the seventeenth century theorists summarizes (Tesauro 1670: 26).

Although, some ‘subconscious’ associations with Romantic thought are inescapable,
when one touches upon the question of ‘creative’ imagination, a complex parallel between
early modern and Romantic views of imagination is an open question for future studies.
The sixteenth century reflections described above constitute the Renaissance aesthetics
of phantasia and confirm the significance of the concept of imagination at that time.
However, at this point, an attempt to briefly juxtapose them with the eighteenth century
theories of imagination would run the risk of superficiality and oversimplification. There-
fore, in the spirit of Renaissance poetics of phantasia, rather than a strictly academic con-
clusion, it will be enough to imagine the following ‘possibilities™ If Jacopo Mazzoni had
been writing his Difesa at the end of the eighteenth century, he would not have needed to
reconcile fictional poetic impossibilities with the believable. Had Philip Sidney defended
poetry at the same time, he certainly would have used the word “imagination” instead of
“wit” or mere “invention”. If Torquato Tasso had ever read Coleridge’s Biographia Litteraria,
he would have cherished the distinction between fantasy and imagination. Had Francesco
Patrizi, in turn, studied the same text, he would have been surely surprised that Coleridge
describes the word “esemplastic” (coined from Greek “etg ev mhattery” in order to illus-
trate the unifying power of imagination) as his own invention. For it was Patrizi who at the
end of the sixteenth century made comparably ingenious use of the Greek word “plattein”
to describe the active process of artistic creation, which he understood as the unification
of heterogeneous concepts and images (Patrizi 1971: 19). Coleridge would simply say:

“esemplastic” — “to shape into one” (Coleridge 1834: 97).
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