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Lorenzo's Ring

Florent ine coppersmit h Bart olomeo Masi recorded in his diary in April
1492 t hat  as Lorenzo de' Medici lay dying, a violent  st orm damaged t he
Duomo's bell t ower and buildings in t he Palazzo Medici neighborhood.
The st orm was caused by t he release of  a demon t hat  Lorenzo had kept
imprisoned in a ring for many years.  Present  at  Lorenzo's deat hbed,
Poliziano, t oo, not ed t he st orm, as well as ot her port ent s. A woman ran
suddenly from Sant a Maria Novella, screaming t hat  a bull wit h f laming
horns was dest roying t he church. A gilded ball, t he Medici palle emblem,
was blast ed by a bolt  of  light ning. For t hree night s t orches moved from
Medici graves at  Fiesole t o Careggi. Flames burned on t he fort ress at
Arezzo, and beneat h t he walls a she-wolf  howled. One of  t he t wo lions
kept  as mascot s of  Florence killed t he ot her. And finally, an unusually
bright  st ar loomed over t he villa at  Careggi, fell, and disappeared at  t he
moment  of  Lorenzo's deat h.

Perhaps Lorenzo il Magnifico, heir t o t he art s of  Solomon, really had
t rapped a spirit  and released it  as his own end drew near. But , more likely
for Lorenzo, t he art  he may have employed consist ed not  of  drawing
down demons t o reside in gems, but  of  at t ract ing benevolent  planet ary
influences in preparat ion for his soul's ascent . In t he following sonnet
Lorenzo medit at es on t he bright ness of  a st ar whose ext raordinary [End
Page 185] appearance derives from t he spirit  of  beaut iful Simonet t a
Cat aneo, t he recent ly deceased lover of  his murdered brot her Guiliano:

Oh bright  st ar, whose radiance
Takes t he light  from t he st ars around you,
Why do you shine so out  of  cust om,
Why do you cont end now wit h t he sun?

Perhaps t hose lovely eyes, t aken from us
By cruel deat h, who has presumed t oo much,
You have gat hered t o yourself, t hat  by t heir light
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You can presume t o demand Apollo's chariot .

Whet her you are t his or a new st ar
Whose splendor adorns t he sky,
We call upon you t o grant , oh spirit , our prayer:

Take away some of your splendor
That  our eyes, which want  t o cry forever,
Can, wit hout  harm, see you happy.  [End Page 186]

Port ent s of  deat h and apocalypse were of  great  int erest  during t he lat e
fi>eent h cent ury,  and no doubt  Masi knew t hat  Lorenzo kept  an
ext raordinary collect ion of  Hellenist ic engraved gems at  t he Palazzo
Medici. Many of  t hose gems, now in t he Museo Nazionale in Naples, bear
images described in Picatrix, an elevent h-cent ury Arabic compendium of
ast ral magic and a source for De Vita Coelitus Comparanda—On Receiving
Life from the Heavens (1489) by Marsilio Ficino (d. 1499), t he famous
Florent ine t ranslat or of  Plat o, t he Neo-Plat onist s, and t he Corpus
Hermeticum.  Ficino dedicat ed t hat  book t o his st udent , friend, and
pat ron Lorenzo. Alt hough lapidaries like Camillo Leonardi's Speculum
Lapidum (1502),  derived from lat e classical and early medieval sources,
recommend gems wit h and wit hout  images for medicinal use, t he
grimoire Picatrix includes incant at ions, fumigat ions, and sacrif ices
required for binding demons and drawing planet ary influences int o
engraved st ones. Such operat ions appear as conceit s in Lorenzo's
poet ry and aut obiographical writ ing, demonst rat ing how magical
t hought  infused mainst ream Renaissance cult ure.

I propose t hat  magical t ext s aCect ed not  only lit erat ure about  magic
—, for example, The Tempest and Doctor Faustus—but  also works not
explicit ly about  magic, works by Lorenzo de' Medici, Poliziano, Bot t icelli,
Michelangelo, Walt er Raleigh, and Cellini. For example, Michael Cole's
discussion of  Cellini's cast ing of  Perseus and Medusa as revivif icat ion
invit es quest ions about  t he influence of  magic on Cellini's work,
part icularly in t hat  his aut obiography cont ains a vivid account  of
ceremonial magic performed in t he Roman Coliseum in 1532. In fact ,
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much Renaissance art  and lit erat ure can be fully underst ood only by
considering magical t hought  and operat ions; moreover, t he scope and
influence of  t he magical operat ions deepen when we examine
mainst ream cult ural art ifact s.

Masi's explanat ion for t he st orm raging at  Lorenzo de' Medici's deat h
neat ly support s evidence in Lorenzo's art ist ic life—his collect ions, his
pat ronage, [End Page...
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