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ALBERT THE GREAT AND THE ‘VIRTUS FORMATIVA’

AMALIA CERRITO ¢ Centre for the Study of Medicine and the Body in the Renaissance

In dialogue with the manifold medical, nat-
ural-philosophical, and theological doc-
trines on embryogenesis available in the
13th century, the Dominican master Albert
the Great (ca. 1193-1280) gives a coherent
account of embryo morphogenesis that
harmonizes theological and philosophical
perspectives on human generation. His em-
bryological doctrine combines the theolog-
ical tenet of a human soul created ex nihilo,
and the physical and medical explanatory

model of epigenesis, which explains em-
bryonic development as a passage from
the imperfect to the perfect both of
bodily and psychic functions. To over-
come the inconsistencies between the
theological and natural-philosophical ex-
planations, Albert focuses on the dynam-
ics of configuration of the embryo and
on the principle responsible for them,
the virtus formativa. This lecture will ex-
plore the dynamics involved in the hand-

ing down morphological and functional structures from
generator to generated by focusing on the functioning of
the formative power in the generative process. It will be
shown that the formative power is able to grasp the likeness
of the generating body and then reproduce the bodily design
mnto the generated body by shaping it in the image and

likeness of its parents..

The event is free to attend but registration is required. Info at csmbr.fondazionecomel.org



