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A Letter to Ambrogio Tignosi in Defence of Epicurus against the Stoics, Academics
and Peripatetics

translated by Martin Davies (from Google Books)
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| have very little leisure at the moment to argue my views on the subject which your letters
raise, being taken up with more weighty and much more difficult matters. | do not mind saying
that | am very much occupied with my studies in astronomy. But since | have always followed
and wholly approved the authority and doctrine of Epicurus, the very wisest of men, and now
see his standing bitterly attacked, harassed, and distorted by you, | have taken it upon myself
to defend him. It is only right that tried and true pupils (as | have proved myself in all fields of
learning) should defend their master’s teaching when it is attacked. Otherwise, when teachers
are criticized, the pupil’s studies may themselves seem to be under attack. The great pains you
have taken to gather material against Epicurus seem directed not so much at refuting him, but
me, his follower and disciple. But | shall pay you back as you deserve.

It is not just a dispute between ourselves, for all the ancient philosophers, principally the three
sects of Academics, Stoics and Aristotelians, declared war to the death against this one man
who was the master of them all. Their onslaught sought to leave no place for him in philosophy
and to declare all his opinions invalid — in my view, because they were envious at seeing so
many more pupils taking themselves to the school of Epicurus than to their own. So | shall now
set about doing within the limits of a letter what | had meant to do at greater length elsewhere,
and defend him as fully as | can. And if the defense appears rather long-winded, it might well
seem too short when you consider that debate on this topic could fill not just a longish letter
but thick books. The subject—what is the supreme good—is important and difficult; and it
requires lengthy exposition: it is an investigation that attracted a good deal of discussion
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among the ancients, and many books survive on either side of the question.

To show how unjustly you have attacked Epicurus and to make plain what he thinks is our
ultimate goal, | shall therefore begin by treating the topic in some depth. Then | shall answer
your letter and explain the whole matter in such a manner that you may actually be glad to
return to the Epicurean camp you abandoned. Those who are not involved will say that it would
be better first to refute the opponent’s position and then state one’s own. Yet the subject is so
complex and obscure that | think it will perhaps be granted that we should first explain it as a
whole, so that it becomes clearer what it is we are seeking.

Epicurus is criticized, then, because he is thought to have taken too effeminate a view on what
the supreme good is, by identifying it with pleasure and using that as the standard to measure
everything else. But the more closely | consider the proposition, the more right it seems to be,
as though it were something decreed not by a man but by Apollo or some sort of higher being.
Epicurus scrutinized the force of nature in everything and grasped that nature has made and
formed us in such a way that nothing suits us more than having and keeping our bodies sound
and whole and remaining free from afflictions of mind or body. And so he laid down that the
supreme good was located in pleasure. And how wise he was! What more can be said on the
matter? What else can human happiness consist of? A man whose soul is in turmoil cannot be
happy, no more than someone whose body is in pain can fail to be miserable. In case anyone
thinks | am unaware of the temper of the times in which | discuss such things, | wish it to be
understood that | am not now considering that absolute and true philosophy which we call
theology. This entire enquiry concerns the human good of humankind and the various
competing views of ancient philosophers on the matter.

Though this was Epicurus’s judgment, the Stoics took a different view, arguing that happiness
was to be found in virtue alone. For them the wise man would still be happy even if he were
being tortured by the cruelest butchers. This is a position | most emphatically reject. What
could be more absurd than to call a man ‘happy’ when he is in fact utterly miserable? What
could be sillier than to say that the man being roasted in the bull of Phalaris,! and subject to
the most extreme torment, was not wretched? How again could you be further from any sort of
happiness than to lack all or most of the things that themselves make up happiness? The Stoics
think that someone who is starving and lame and afflicted with all the other disadvantages of
health or external circumstances is nonetheless in a state of perfect felicity as long as he can
display his virtue. All their books praise and celebrate the famous Marcus Regulus for his
courage under torture.? For my part | think that Regulus or anyone else, even someone utterly
virtuous and constant, of the utmost innocence and integrity, who is being roasted in the bull of
Phalaris or who is exiled from his country or afflicted quite undeservedly with misfortunes even
more bitter, can be accounted not simply not happy but truly unhappy, and all the more so
because the great and prominent virtue that should have led to a happier outcome has instead
proved so disastrous for them.
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If we were indeed composed solely of a mind, | should be inclined to call Regulus “happy’ and
entertain the Stoic view that we should find happiness in virtue alone. But since we are
composed of a mind and a body, why do they leave out of this account of human happiness
something that is part of mankind and properly pertains to it? Why do they consider only the
mind and neglect the body, when the body houses the mind and is the other half of what man
is? If you are seeking the totality of something made up of various parts, and yet some part is
missing, | cannot think it perfect and complete. We use the term ‘human’, | take it, to refer to a
being with both a mind and a body. And in the same way that the body is not to be thought
healthy when some part of it is sick, so man himself cannot be thought happy if he is suffering
in some part of himself. As for their assigning happiness to the mind alone on the grounds that
it is in some sense the master and ruler of man’s body, it is quite absurd to disregard the body
when the mind itself often depends on the state and condition of the body and indeed can do
nothing without it. Should we not deride someone we saw sitting on a throne and calling
himself a king when he had no courtiers or servants? Should we think someone a fine prince
whose servants were slovenly and misshapen? Yet those who would separate the mind from the
body in defining human happiness and think that someone whose body is being savaged and
tortured may still be happy are just as ludicrous.

| find it surprising that these clever Stoics did not remember when investigating the subject that
they themselves were men. Their conclusions came not from what human nature demanded
but from what they could contrive in argument. Some of them, in my view, placed so much
reliance on their ingenuity and facility in debate that they did not concern themselves with
what was actually relevant to the enquiry. They were carried away instead by their enthusiasm
for intellectual display, and tended to write what was merely novel and surprising — things we
might aspire to, but not ones we should spend any effort in attaining. Then there were some
rather cantankerous individuals who thought that we should only aim for what they themselves
could imitate or lay claim to. Nature had produced some boorish and inhuman philosophers
whose senses had been dulled or cut off altogether, ones who took no pleasure in anything; and
these people laid down that the rest of mankind should avoid what their own natural severity
and austerity shrank from. Others subsequently entered the debate, men of great and various
intellectual abilities, who all delivered a view on what constituted the supreme good according
to their own individual disposition. But in the middle of all this error and confusion, Epicurus
finally appeared to correct and amend the mistakes of the older philosophers and put forward
his own true and certain teaching on happiness.

Now that the Stoics have, | hope, been comprehensively refuted, | shall set about confirming his
views as clearly as | can, which will at the same time rebut those of the Peripatetics and of the
Academics too. On these last, though, | shall not need to dwell at length, as for them everything
is uncertain. What sort of philosophy is it that denies that anything is certain? | do not think that
even the Academics themselves understood what they were saying. If the Stoics are madmen,
the Academics seem to me quite insane.3
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There remain the Peripatetics, and they are more difficult to refute. Not only do they have a
standard of certainty, but they argue in such a way that there seems to be some substance to
what they are saying. But these philosophers too have in my judgment gone wholly astray. That
will be more clearly grasped later on, once | have explained the main points of Epicurean
doctrine. It will then be apparent to everyone that any others who lay claim to supremacy in
philosophy and try to dislodge Epicurus from that position are utterly wrong, and that
Epicurus’s teaching on happiness is entirely correct.

To show that this is so, there is no better place to begin than with nature herself, the sole
mistress and teacher of everyone, whose judgment on each and every matter we must take to
be absolutely true. When she was fashioning man, she polished her creation with so many little
touches that he seems to have been made purely for enjoyment and to take advantage of
every sort of pleasure. She endowed him with senses so distinct, varied and useful that though
there were many different types of pleasure, there was none in which he could not share. First
she gave him eyes, whose outstanding characteristic is that they shrink from looking on
anything ugly or disgusting. We love to look at things of beauty, and not by any conscious or
rational decision but because nature impels us to do so. Which of us, ever, if we are hurrying off
elsewhere, does not stop to look if we catch a glimpse of some attractive sight? This effect is so
marked that | think man would have been a poor thing indeed if nature had taken away from
him the ability to gaze on all the many lovely and beautiful objects she had created. Is there
anyone, again, who does not thoroughly enjoy hearing singing and the sweet sounds of music?
The lyre and other such instruments seem to have been invented for the specific purpose of
charming our souls. The same can be said of smell and the other senses, which the mind uses
as its servants in sensing and grasping pleasure. | do not see what sort of pleasure can be
found without the aid of the senses, unless perhaps it lies in study of the deep mysteries of the
universe, which | do not deny can be a source of great mental delight. Of all the pleasures that
there are, in fact, this is the greatest; and this is where the Peripatetics see true felicity, in
examining and contemplating those hidden things which are most worth knowing. But our
enquiry is into man as a whole, and not just a part of him: the Peripatetic thinker, no matter
how profound, cannot be happy without external and bodily goods.

Epicurus was right, then, to call pleasure the supreme good, since we are so constituted as
almost to seem designed for that purpose. We also have a certain inherent mental disposition
to seek and attain pleasure: as far as we can, we try to be happy and not sad. No one who
ponders how much nature has produced for the sake of man alone, the quantity and
copiousness and variety of her bounty, can doubt that pleasure is the greatest of all goods and
that it should direct all our aims. We see a vast array of fine things on land and sea. Many of
them are necessary to support life, but most are simply pleasurable— they are of such a sort
that nothing but pleasure is to be gained from them. Nature would certainly not have created
such objects of pleasure had it not intended man to enjoy them and concern himself with them.

http://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/3296-cosma-raimondi-s-letter-to-ambrogio-tignosi/ 4



http://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/3296-cosma-raimondi-s-letter-to-ambrogio-tignosi/

The passions and activities of mankind themselves make plain that everything is done for the
sake of pleasure. Why on earth should we spend anxious nights and days involved in such great
struggles to find and keep what we need for daily life unless we were sustained by the hope
that some day we should be able to live a life of pleasure and enjoyment? If that hope were
gone, our minds would be decidedly less inclined to take those pains and less keen and
steadfast in enduring them. Why are scholarship and the disciplines of arts and letters thought
so desirable unless there is some special natural enjoyment in acquiring them, besides the help
they afford in gaining the wherewithal to pass our lives in pleasure? Nor should we be so keen
on honours and glory, on kingdoms and empires, to acquire and defend which great battles and
disputes often arise, if these were not objects of the utmost delight. Decisions on war and
peace alike are taken on the basis of keeping, protecting and increasing those things by which
we live and in which we take pleasure.

Virtue, finally, is both the cause and guide of pleasure: it constrains us and warns us that we
should pursue each thing within those same limits by which virtue itself is circumscribed. Why
then should virtue be desired if not to allow us to lead an enjoyable life by avoiding those
pleasures we should not seek and seeking those should? If virtue brings no pleasure or delight,
why should we want it or make so much of it? But if it does, why not concede that the greatest
of all goods — what should seek above all — is that for the sake of which virtue itself is
desirable? We see that man’s whole constitution is geared towards the perception of pleasure,
that nature carries us towards it, that a great many important things exist for the sake of
pleasure, that all our actions are measured against its standard so that in the end lives may be
free of care, in short that everything is desired purely on account of pleasure it will give us. In
these circumstances, now that Epicurus’s case has conclusively proved by these rigorous and
convincing arguments, who could still so hostile to him as not to assent to his doctrine and
admit that the highest felicity will be found in pleasure?

But the Peripatetics do deny his doctrine and cannot bear the thought that pleasure is the
supreme good, placing it rather in virtue. | should like to ask them: if virtue itself is going to
bring in its train sadness, grief, pain and fear, is it still to be desired? That, | think, they will not
agree to. Since, then, virtue is sought for the tranquility it brings to life (in which, under the
name of pleasure, Epicurus identified the supreme good), again | ask the Peripatetics why they
are unwilling to place the greatest good in pleasure. If perhaps some think that by this Epicurus
meant that we should spend our days wallowing in feasting and drinking, in gambling, games
and the pleasures of sex, such a wastrel Epicurus would hardly deserve our praise. His teaching
would indeed be lamentable if he wanted us to be gluttonous, drunken, debauched, boastful
and promiscuous. But that is not what Epicurus in his wisdom said or recommended. In fact, so
far was he from wanting us to live without virtue that virtue is actually essential for living up to
his teaching, since it constrains and directs, as it were, all the bodily senses (as we argued
already) and does not permit us to make use of them except when needed. Epicurus does not
slide into pleasure in the manner of animals, without the exercise of judgment and when
necessity does not require it, but rather enjoys it with restraint when it is right to do so. His
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theories, therefore, should not be neglected, nor should they be treated as condemned; and it
is clear that the Peripatetics have not sufficiently understood what it is they are saying.

I have run through these matters briefly and cursorily even though | do not suppose they
necessarily respond to your letter directly. The discussion here will have answered it in full
measure, or very largely. Yet | should still like to complete this refutation by touching on each
single point you raise. You think that we should not let pleasure direct all our aims. That, | think,
has been demolished at length, and with some elegance, by what | have said: it has been
shown that pleasure is the standard to which everything must be referred. As for your adding
that Epicurus likened us to animals,” in that you seem to be not merely not attacking him but
actually supporting his case. Since pleasure is endowed with such power that it is sought even
by animals — brutes bereft of reason whose impulses are entirely guided by nature —Epicurus
could draw from that fact the very firm conclusion that what all beings seek is the greatest of
all goods. When | wrote that the severe Catos of old would on occasion take ample refreshment
of wine, and you thought that a matter for criticism, it is in fact wholly admirable if a sage (as
the Catos were taken to be)‘5 sometimes engages in conviviality of a rather exuberant sort.
Your following remarks, whose drift is that if we embrace Epicurus we should be obliged to live
like beasts, have, | think, been dealt with by what | said before: since Epicurus does not
suppose that life should be lived without virtue, | do not think he leads the life of animals. So he
is not to be shunned like some traitor who would overthrow or pervert human society. He does
not corrupt public morals; his whole doctrine is instead directed at making us as happy as we
can be.

You must at length give up your attacks on Epicurus, then: reform yourself and return to the
camp in which you once fought with distinction. You have now turned against him, under the
spell of Stoic subtlety of argument and seduced by the majesty and splendor of the Academics
and Peripatetics. But you may be forgiven for that, since you are a younger man not yet of an
age to form a proper judgment on these very difficult matters, with the indulgence granted to
youth. But now that you have been fully instructed in the arguments of Epicurus, if you
persevere in your hostility towards him, you will be thought intolerably arrogant, and not a little
stupid.

Turn then to embrace Epicurus, whose teaching | shall perhaps expound at more length if ever |
have greater leisure (this letter took me just two days to write, though | fear it may still be
rather prolix). Shortage of time did not allow me to pursue all those aspects of the controversy
which | feel could still benefit from clear exposition and discussion. | have had to leave many
important points untouched, which someone who wanted to take an opposing view could seize
upon to rebut my arguments, either-from disinterested love of truth or as an intellectual
exercise. And that is not some thing which | should find unwelcome: | encourage any one who
wants to contribute to the debate to enter the fray.

You have had a pretty long letter which sets out the whole truth about Epicurus; You must
either find it convincing or refute it by contrary arguments, so that if you come up with
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something better, | in turn may be persuaded by that.

Farewell.

Post by “Cassius” of August 29, 2023 at 8:02 PM

One question about this letter to further the discussion:

| need to check back, but does Raimondi contradict that Diogenes Laertius and/or Cicero have
to say about Epicurus' position as to happiness and the bull of Phalaris?

The word "happiness" and "happiness" is very tricky, and | get the impression that the drift of
Raimondi's position is correct, even if Laertius and Cicero seem to say otherwise, given the
subtleties of the word.

Probably something worth tracking down over time.

Post by “Cassius” of April 20, 2024 at 5:19 AM

Today | added to the Lucretius Today podcast a special reading of the Cosma Raimondi letter.
For several years we have had a computer-generated voice edition available, but this is
hopefully a little more listenable.

Post
Episode 224 - Special Reading - The 1429 Letter of Cosma Raimondi

Happy Twentieth! To mark the Twentieth of April, here is a special episode of the Lucretius
Today Podcast: Episode 224 - "Special Reading - The 1429 Letter of Cosma Raimondi - In
Defense of Epicurus."

spreaker.com/episode/59564842
2

Cassius

April 20, 2024 at 5:09 AM
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Post by “Cassius” of April 20, 2024 at 11:08 AM

As several years pass by | tend to forget that | have done this before, so I'll post this as a
reminder to myself as well as any use it might be for others.

In the same Cambridge book where the Cosma Raimondi letter appears, there are three other
excerpts:

- Petrarch
- Francesco Filelfo
- Francisco de Quevedo

Now that | have reviewed these twice (having forgotten | read them some years ago) here's the
reminder: All three of these other excerpts are somewhere between disappointing and very
disappointing, in most cases devoted to arguing that Epicurus was consistent with Stoicism or
Christianity. They may contain some interesting fact references, but in my view none of the
others hold a candle to the Cosma Raimondi letter.

Your mileage may vary.

Post by “Cassius” of April 20, 2024 at 1:55 PM

We have a long discussion spawned by Cosma Raimondi's statement that a man on the rack
cannot truly be said to be "happy" at this location:

Post
Explaining In Summary Form How A Man In Extreme Pain Can Be Said To
Be "Happy"

Admin Edit: This thread was branched off from the Cosma Raimondi discussion at the link
below. The purpose of this thread will be to discuss how to summarize the proper way to
describe the wise man who is in the midst of torturing pain, and to come up with a summary to
get people started on the distinction suitable for referencing on the front page of the forum.

epicureanfriends.com/thread/?postID=25725#post25725

One interesting aspect of Cosma Raimondi's letter is that it appears that he...
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h
Cassius

April 20, 2024 at 5:38 AM

Let's post on that topic there and keep this thread on other issues involving Raimondi.

Post by “Don” of April 21, 2024 at 6:44 PM

For those looking for the original Latin text of Raimondi 's letter:

Studi storici v.8 (1899).

Post by “Cassius” of April 21, 2024 at 6:49 PM

Thanks Don! I've been continuing to think about this today, and | think it's definitely going to be
worth discussing Raimondi's position about the wise man not being happy while on the rack. |
think the rest of Raimondi's letter shows he is well in tune with Epicurus, so this is a good
launching pad for coming up with a written explanation of how both Raimondi and Diogenes
Laertius are correct about Epicurus, even though they are translated as saying diametrically
opposite things.

This will prove to be a good illustration in the future of how important it is to drill down on the
subtleties of meaning of the key words.

Post by “Cassius” of April 21, 2024 at 6:52 PM

| also note this commentary at the end by "Guido Santini," which appears to be either Latin or
Italian. it would be good to get a translation of this:
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scolasticl, si attaccavano alle dottrine stoiche o platoniche o
toglievano anche semplicemente in prestito dai classici regole
@ precetti di pratica filosofia, che, con rettorico splendore di
forma, sembrava volesser far passare per nuovi e diffondere nel
mondo. Nella corruzione di quell'eti, se colle dottrine epicuree
quasi involontariamente si Tegolavano per molta parte della
vita quei letterati (come del resto gid nel medio evo sotto
falsato concetto, 1'epicureismo viveva), nessuno o ben pochi
con insieme chiara teorica e ferma convinzione le sezuiva e
le sosteneva. Il Bruni, in un piccolo manuvale di morale,
fa un paragone fra le dottrine di Epicuro e gquelle degli
storici e finisce per dar la preferenza a queste ultime, cer-

Gon -311‘ —

camwdo i metterle in relazione con l'etira cristiana. L opera
del dotto aretino rappresenta l'indirizzo generale del pensiero
etico degli wmanisti. Peraltro & certo che, come il nostro, vi
saranno stati altri letterati ferventi sostenitori di Epicuro;
il suo amico Tignoso lo era stato pure, ma pii tardi, pentito,
si era dato allo stoicismo. Il Raimondi. poiché di lui ci
resta guesta lettera, attestazione (ranca e precisa del suo
pensiero fllosolico. ha per noi il merito di aver tentato, forse
per primo. una audace difesa della filosofia epicurea e di esser
cosi un precursore del Magnene e del Gassendi. Particolar-
mente poi é degna i nota la figura di queste convinto eni-

cureo, che la miseria e la fame se sospinsero alla morte,
non convertirono a veruna pessimistica credenza.

Gripo SasTINI
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Post by “Don” of April 21, 2024 at 7:33 PM

The whole article (which it appears was written by Guido Santini) might be interesting in
translation or anyone who can read Italian:

Studi storici v.8 (1899).

Post by “TauPhi” of April 22, 2024 at 9:09 PM

Thanks Cassius. | didn't know about this letter. Until now | thought Lorenzo Valla's 'De
Voluptate' was the first kind treatment of Epicurus after a millennium of silence (... or burning
at the stake. It's always nice to have a choice.) but it looks like Mr. Raimondi was 2 years
ahead.
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