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In Della fisonomia dell'huomo, Giovan Battista
Della Porta proposes a method for reading
the body in order to detect virtues and
vices of the soul. A discipline with authori-
tative roots in the (Pseudo)Aristotelian tra-
dition, physiognomics assumes that body
and soul entertain a 'sympathetic’ relation-
ship, such that they can influence one an-
other: if the body is affected, for instance
by a disease, this will have repercussions on
the soul, and vice versa: a passion of the
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soul can alter bodily appearances. From a
diagnostic point of view, the assumption
of such a close connection between
body and soul raised the appeal of physi-
ognomics as an essential tool at court.
An expert physiognomist could allegedly
select the best councilors, and avoid po-
tential traitors, thanks to the promise of
being able to detect the external signs of
the real, internal character, despite the
human tendency to lie. Yet Della Porta
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was one of the main proponents of a philosophical use of
physiognomics, as a theory that did not simply offer the
theoretical framework for diagnosing others (and for
detecting unwanted tendencies in oneself, too). Rather, in
Della Porta’s version, physiognomics demonstrated its full
potential when a diagnosis became the foundation for an
mtervention directed at correcting the faults and reinforcing
the strengths of the soul. My paper will discuss this
surprising approach, placing it in the context of Della
Porta's theory and in the broader context of Renaissance

physiognomics.

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



