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ABSTRACT

Raphael’s Stanza della Segnatura, painted between 1508 and 1511 CE, is
considered one of the greatest works of Renaissance painting. The frescoes themselves
ostensibly represent the disciplines of philosophy, theology, poetry, and the law,
however, further inspection reveals a deeper synthesis. A different perspective from
which to view the frescoes in the stanza considers the philosophic underpinning of the
room, where the symbolism evoked points to a system of thought that developed in
Renaissance Italy during the half century preceding Raphael’s masterpiece: Renaissance
Platonism. Two key thinkers, Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola, created a
humanistic Platonism that syncretized elements of Christianity, Neoplatonism, Orphism,
Pythagoreanism, Ciceronian, and Hermetic thought into a philosophic theology steeped in
initiation, mystery and symbolism. Through analysis of the Stanza della Segnatura,
especially the relationships between the individual frescoes and the gestures used within
each, the elements of Renaissance Platonism can be found.

1

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Above all the Sun is most able to
signify to you God himself. The Sun
offers you signs, and who would dare
to call the Sun false?
Marsilio Ficino
In his famous The Lives of the Artists, Georgio Vasari (1511-1574 CE) describes
the frescoes in Raphael’s Stanza della Segnatura as being so beautiful that they “cannot
be described.” It is this beauty and originality that has determined the course of
scholarship on the room for the last five hundred years. Raphael’s iconography was of
such originality, his painted figures so lifelike, his use of color so dramatic and
perspective so accurate that the majority of attention devoted to the work has been in
studying the programmatic layout of the room’s four wall frescoes and ceiling, and
especially in the identification of Raphael’s painted figures. 1 There is a small subset of
scholars who have attempted to look at the room as a whole, identifying relationships
between the frescoes in a thematic way, but there is a surprising lack of scholarship
concentrated on the relationship between the interconnected themes of the frescoes and
how they relate to the larger ideas concerning philosophy and Christianity prevalent at
the time. During the last half of the fifteenth century, the writings of Plato were translated
into Latin and became the basis for a new metaphysics, one whose hermeneutical

See especially the introduction to Joost-Gaugier, Christiane L, Raphael’s Stanze della Segnatura,
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2002. For a modern example of the emphasis on figural identification see Bell,
Daniel Orth, “New Identifications in Raphael’s School of Athens”, The Art Bulletin, 77.4 (1995): 57-76.
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approach focused on the spiritual aspects of Plato. 2 The reasons for this new fascination

2

with Plato are complex, but the influx of “lost” books of antiquity into the west coupled
with the translations of these documents from Greek into Latin by Renaissance
humanists, facilitated by the arrival of Greek speakers, is of paramount importance. The
work of these humanists would pave the way for the introduction of Greek instruction in
western Universities as well as the distribution of Greek texts virtually unknown in
Europe. 3
Within this humanist movement there arose a novel attempt to combine the
wisdom of the ancient pagans with Christianity. The incorrect dating of the Corpus
Hermeticum (second to third century CE) as a pre-Mosaic text and the misattribution of
the Neoplatonic writings of Pseudo-Dionysius (ca. 500 CE) to the convert of the Apostle
Paul, Dionysius the Areopagite, contributed to the notion that Platonic ideas could be
compatible with Christianity. 4 To the Renaissance Platonist, there existed a chronological
passing of knowledge from Hermes Trismegistus through Moses, Orpheus, Pythagoras,
and Plato, and through a careful melding of the various currents of thought, one could
arrive at new vision of the Divine.

See Hankins, James, Plato in the Italian Renaissance, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1991. Hankins observes
“…Renaissance interpretations of Plato can to a great extent be read as the results of rational attempts to
introduce or expel Plato from the contemporary Christian culture” (17).

2

See Kristeller, Paul Oskar, Renaissance Thought and its Sources, New York: Columbia University Press,
1979, 20-32.

3

4

For more on the dating of the Hermetic Texts, see Faivre, Antoine, The Eternal Hermes, Grand Rapids:
Phanes Press, 1985. For the confusion surrounding Dionysius the Areopagite see Pelikan’s Introduction in
Luibheid, Colm, Pseudo-Dionysus—The Complete Works, New York: Paulist Press, 1987.

Marsilio Ficino encouraged this wedding of ideas, advocating a new breed of
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philosopher priests when he exclaimed, “I therefore exhort and implore all philosophers
to reach out and embrace religion firmly, and all priests to devote themselves to the study
of legitimate wisdom.” 5 What Ficino envisioned was a path to a higher level of
revelation, one arrived at through a combination of right living and intellect. While the
Christian God was the one true God, the road to him was complex, winding its way
through arenas comprised of both Christian and pagan ideas. Ficino believed the
Christian God was the ultimate goal, but the ascent to Heaven necessitated a path through
the levels of the universe as initially proposed by Plato in the Timaeus. 6 This is the
manner in which Ficino sought to align Christianity with Platonic thought, a goal he
made quite clear in his commentary on the Timaeus: “They call this other world the
divine intellect, not the Good Itself, but the noblest child of the Good. If we understand
this to be of one substance with the First, we shall unite Plato more closely with Christian
theology” (All Things Natural 16).
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494 CE) was a younger contemporary and
a close friend of Ficino. He espoused a similar goal of uniting Platonic thought with
Christianity, even though he and Ficino differed on their approach to particular details. 7

5

Quoted in Hankins 289

“Therefore let the truth, Christian and Mosaic, persist. But in the meantime, as most expositors agree, it
was possibly the view of Plato or Pythagoras that the intelligible world is intermediate between the visible
world and the Good Itself, an image of the Good and the model for the physical world.” Ficino, Marsilio,
All Things Natural, Trans. Arthur Farndell, London: Shepheard-Walwyn, 2010, 16.

6

See, for instance, della Mirandola, Pico, On the Dignity of Man, Indianapolis: Hackett, 1998, 5. Mirandola
felt that man made his own nature since he possessed essences from all levels of creation, while Ficino
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4
Mirandola subscribed to the same notion that the path to God involved the ascendant road
from the earth-bound parts of the soul to the contemplation of spiritual ideas. 8
Mirandola’s writings are steeped in Platonic analogy and reference, woven seamlessly
with Christian scripture and metaphor to arrive at a synthesis of thought. Pico clearly
finds the path to salvation to require both natural philosophy and theology, one able to fill
the requirements that the other cannot. 9 Only through the participation in both Christian
and pagan mysteries can the divine be fully understood: “Moses gives us these direct
commands [from Exodus 25-26], and in giving them he advises us, arouses us, urges us
to make ready our way through philosophy to future celestial glory, while we can”
(Mirandola 13).
It is this synthesis of Philosophy and Theology as a vehicle for Christian salvation
that can be seen woven into the frescoes of the Stanza della Segnatura. Ficino and
Mirandola’s Renaissance version of Plato’s view of the universe and the soul is relayed
through the gestures and symbolism found in both the School of Athens and the
Disputa. 10 In the School of Athens, Plato (carrying the Timaeus) focuses the viewer’s

argued that the soul stood in the precise center of these levels, with the body below and that his nature was
set.
“Thou canst grow downward in the lower natures which are brutes. Thou canst again grow upward from
thy soul’s reason into the higher natures which are divine” (Mirandola 5).

8

Mirandola 11. Here too, even when referring to theology, Mirandola uses pagan imagery: “Theology
herself will show the way to that peace and be our companion and guide…as we are called so sweetly and
are invited with such kindness, let us fly on winged feet like earthly Mercuries into the embrace of our most
blessed mother and enjoy the longed-for peace” (Mirandola 11).

9

This view is based largely on the Timaeus, where Plato establishes the soul as partly divine, and the
contemplation of the divine feeds it. The soul, as understood from the Timaeus and the Republic would
form the basis for the Renaissance Platonist view of the soul.
10

gaze heavenward through the vault above him, and the gesture is returned back towards

5

Plato from the statuary around him. Aristotle, standing next to Plato, gestures downward
and outward to the gathering of philosophers surrounding them, suggesting the physical,
earthly realm of natural philosophy. As described by Mirandola, however, philosophy is
not enough to provide salvation, so Aristotle’s gesture also points the viewer to the
Disputa on the opposite wall. Here, three levels of figures debate the Eucharist,
signifying Theology. 11 Between these two frescoes lies the world of Poetry, signified by
Apollo surrounded by the nine Muses and groups of famous poets. This fresco can be
read as a representation of the initiation into the mysteries, and it is possible that the
central figure alludes to both Apollo, who denotes Plato, 12 and to Orpheus, whose
mysteries were well known and utilized in the Renaissance. The fresco on the fourth wall
is commonly thought to signify Law or Jurisprudence. Here, Pope Julius II is depicted as
the mediator of the ascent to the Divine. The Pope shepherds the earthly souls,
administering to spiritual needs but also governing over matters of state. This unification
of the civic body with the spiritual one was a prime concern to Ficino. 13
Here, then, is a situation that perfectly personifies the humanist tendencies of the
Renaissance. An artistic representation of the ideas of Plato, modified and morphed over

11
These three levels also correspond to Mirandola’s three levels of existence: the heavenly realm, the
incorruptible bodies of Jesus, Mary and the saints and the corruptible earthly realm of man.

There is a prominent statue of Apollo to the left of Plato in the School of Athens fresco. It’s also worth
noting that it is directly above the figure often assumed to be Pythagoras.
12

“The idea that Platonic theology was a spiritual link necessary to the health of the individual soul and the
body politic was the central motive, or justification, for Ficino’s Platonic revival” (Hankins 296). For more,
see Hankins Part IV.
13

2000 years, depicted as the Theology and Philosophy needed for salvation, realized
through ancient ideas of initiation and mediated by the representative of God on earth,
Pope Julius II.

6

CHAPTER 2

7

PLATO’S PREDECESSORS: THE MYSTERY
CULTS AND ORPHISM
In order to understand the Renaissance interpretation of Plato’s concept of the
soul, it is important to explore the Greek’s view of the soul during and prior to Plato’s
time. Plato’s view of the soul is complex, but with regards to the eventual interpretation
of foundational dialogues like the Timaeus, an understanding of the general precepts of
the mystery cults of the age, particularly the Dionysian and Orphic cults, is mandatory.
The evolution of the Greek view of the afterlife from the age of the Mycenean wanax to
Plato’s day is also critical in drawing the line of thought down to the Renaissance.
The ancient Greek society was one of omnipotent kings who held power in both
the secular and religious spheres. 14 As decisions of politic and war were concentrated in
the king, the same was true of religion. The king presided over all religious ceremony,
determining the proper sacrifices and controlling the religious calendar. The idea of a
soul as a separate entity that may live on after death as a vehicle for divine reward or
punishment is absent. 15 Death in this world is final, it is the “negation of all that makes
life worthwhile” (Guthrie Orpheus xxi). The afterlife is the House of Death of Homer,
where Achilles would “rather slave on earth for…some dirt-poor tenant farmer…than
rule down here” (Homer 265). In this age, religion does not provide for an afterlife that is
14

See Vernant, Jean-Pierre, The Origins of Greek Thought, Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1982, Chapter 2.

Greenspan, Daniel, The Passion of the Infinity, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2008, 57, “The first discussion
of the psuche per se as something with inner depth shows up in Heraclitus.”
15

determined by moral merit, nor is there rejoicing in the reunion of the soul with an

8

eternity of bliss. Death is the cessation of life’s work, and any positive work one intends
to do need be done before dying.
This view of death began to change with decentralization of power that began
between the eighth and seventh centuries BCE (Vernant Origins ch. 4). This distribution
of power from the king down to the individual man sparked a paradigm shift that affected
all aspects of Greek life. Instead of kingly decree, politics centered on individual debate
in the agora; instead of justice defined by the whims of the king, laws were written and
became part of the public discussion, and instead of a jealously guarded religion that
favored the elite, the gods were democratized and relocated to the public temple (Vernant
Origins ch. 4). This new distribution of religion, however, still maintained a largely
impersonal nature. The gods of Greece were inseparable from the fabric of daily life; the
religion of the Greeks was not a personal religion of revelation, dogma and document. It
was a social institution woven into all aspects of life (Vernant Origins ch. 4).
As a reaction to this institutionalized religion, a series of cults developed. These
mystery cults operated outside the official state religion, meaning that they existed
separately from the public rites and ceremonies that were a function of daily life for the
citizen. That is not to say that they were exclusionary, they were open to any individual,
but these cults treated the individual as an individual as opposed to a citizen. 16

16

see J. P. Vernant The Greeks Chapter 8

9
What the mysteries offered, once the individual completed a set of initiations, was
a direct experience with a particular god. Some of the mystery cults, such as the
Eleusinian cult that worshipped Demeter and Persephone, were likely of ancient agrarian
origin. 17 Due to these origins, many mystery cults revolved around the cycle of life, death
and rebirth of seasons, and related the same cycle to man. This approach becomes a
critical feature in later cults, such as the Orphic mysteries discussed further below, which
applied the same cycle to the human soul. The initiate was expected to keep secret the
tenets of the cult in exchange for a profound relationship with the chosen god. This
relationship was mitigated through a series of observances, described by Meyer as,
“…legomena, ‘things recited,’ deiknymena, ‘things shown,’ and dromena, ‘things
performed’” (10). The legomena refers to the prayers, recitations, chants or songs
associated with worship. The deiknymena refers to visual accompaniments to the
legomena. They make have taken the form of artwork that represented important scenes
or fetishes that held sacred or symbolic power specific to the god. The dromena likely
refers to rituals that accompanied worship of the god.
One of these ancient cults of particular relevance is the cult of Dionysus. 18 These
mysteries celebrated the ecstatic and violent nature of Dionysus, “At the center of the
cults and myths of Dionysus stand the forms of the frenzied deity and the women, swept
along by his wildness, who have taken in the newborn child, have reared him and are,
17

See Meyer, Marvin W. The Ancient Mysteries, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1987, 5.

Otto, Walter F. Dionysus: Myth and Cult, Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1965, 53: “The Greeks themselves
considered their principal cults of Dionysus to be age-old.”

18

10
therefore, called his nurses” (Otto 54). Dionysus is a complex god and his origins are still
debated, 19 but he was a god of numerous aspects, including “the whole wet element in
nature,” 20 ecstasy, freedom (including sexual liberation) madness 21 and drama. He is a
god of the wilderness and his attendants are often animal in nature (satyrs, nymphs,
leopards, etc.), 22 although there are also connections with the sea. 23 Dionysus also
displays both male and female characteristics, represented at times by a bull, but his story
is one centered around women and his visage is often depicted as feminine in nature. 24
To participate in the cult of Dionysus was to reenact the life of Dionysus. The
origin myths on Dionysus vary, but, generally speaking, Dionysus was the offspring of
Zeus and Semele, a mortal woman. In one account, Semele is struck down by Zeus, who
then rescues the unborn child, placing him within his thigh to complete the gestation. In
other accounts he is delivered to the island of Nysa where he is raised by attendant

See Otto chapter 2, Guthrie, W.K.C., The Greeks and Their Gods, Boston: Beacon Press, 1955, chapter
VI and Meyer chapter 4. Origins postulated for Dionysus include Attic Greece, Thrace, Crete and the Near
East.
19

Otto 156: “The young god who stands primarily for ‘the whole wet element’ in nature, as Plutarch
describes Dionysus- that is, not only wine, but the life-blood of animals, the male semen which fertilizes
the female, the juicy sap of plants…”
20

Here madness carries a complex definition; it is not simply mindless insanity, but also the driving force
behind music, dance, celebration and prophecy. See Otto chapter 12.

21

See Otto chapter 9. Titian’s Bacchus and Ariadne (1522-1523 CE) is a particularly illustrative example
of this as well as a testament to the longevity of the visual aspects the cult. It depicts Dionysus replete with
leopards, satyrs, and Maenads who carry typical implements of the cult: cymbals, flutes and a thyrsus.

22

23
See Otto chapter 2 on the connection with the sea goddess Thetis, especially in The Iliad, and Guthrie
The Greeks chapter VI and Otto chapter 9 for the chthonic nature of Dionysus.
24

See Otto chapter 15.
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nurses, called Liknites, from the Greek word for the basket the infant Dionysus traveled
in. 25 The followers of Dionysus were women, referred to as Maenads or Bacchae, and the
mania caused by their god was his instrument of punishment. 26 The most common form
was the rending of flesh, especially those who denied the god his due. 27 The cults of
Dionysus echoed the general aspects of this story. Followers, mostly women, enacted
worship by celebrating, generally at night and in a wooded setting, including the sounds
of flute and drum. Wine was used to facilitate religious ecstasy, and sex was likely
involved in the dromena as well. 28 Attendants often carried a thyrsus, or staff that was
likely draped with ivy, 29 serving as one of the deiknymena associated with Dionysus.
These celebrations also contained more violent aspects that symbolized the acts of the
manic Maenads and may have been attempts to consume some of the power of the god
himself. This included sparagmos and omophagia: the tearing apart of animal flesh and
the consumption of it raw. It is through this combined orgia of wine, dance, music and
violence that the initiate experienced ecstasy, or communion, with the god.
The cult of Orpheus stands as a vital bridge between the Eleusian and Dionysian
mysteries and the later dialogues of Plato, due to the importance placed upon the human

25

Giving the origin of his name- the god of Nysa. See Otto chapter 2 and Guthrie The Greeks chapter VI.

26

Otto 135: “The bloodthirstiness of the maenads is the bloodthirstiness of the god himself.”

The most famous example is covered in Euripides’ Bacchae, where King Pentheus prohibits the
observance of the Dionysiac rites and is torn to pieces by his mother, possessed by Bacchic mania.

27

See Otto chapter 7 on the importance of sound and silence in the cult. For more on the Bacchic
celebration, see Guthrie The Greeks chapter VI and Euripides The Bacchae.
28

29

See Otto chapter 13

12
soul. Orpheus, like Dionysus, is a complicated figure, albeit a more shadowy one. He is
best described as a hero, as opposed to a god, which is to say a mortal man with
characteristics that are god-like. He is primarily known as a musician originating from
Thrace, a champion of the lyre, for the story of his descent into the underworld to rescue
Eurydice, his wife, and his death at the hand of Maenads in the midst of a Bacchic orgy.
It was thought his mastery of the lyre was such that he could animate inanimate objects,
and even move Hades and Persephone to tears. 30 Of particular importance in this
investigation is his relationship with the cult of Dionysus. Says Apostolos Athanassakis
in his introduction of The Orphic Hymns: “In addition to his amazing musical talents, he
knew of secret rites, usually those of Dionysus, and particularly those dealing with the
salvation of the soul after death, and these he taught to his fellow man in the form of
mysteries” (xi).
Orpheus, therefore, should be viewed less as a figure of religious worship and
more as a reformer of the existing Dionysian mysteries. 31 This presents a problem of
primary source material, as many writings are ascribed to Orpheus but direct evidence of

See the introduction to Athanassakis, Apostolos N. and Benjamin M. Wolkow, The Orphic Hymns,
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 2013.
30

Guthrie, W.K.C. Orpheus and the Greek Religion, Princeton: Princeton UP, 1993, 9: “He did not have a
new and entirely distinct species of religion to offer, but a particular presentation of modification of
religion.”
31

specific “Orphic” rites and practices are scant. 32,33 However, there exists enough
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information to be able to piece together some of the more salient features of this reformed
Dionysian religion. It seems possible that Orpheus began as a priest of Apollo and only
later became associated with Dionysus. 34 The eventual Orphic reform of the Dionysian
mysteries became a fundamental step in the attempt to syncretize the ancient world with
later Christianity by later writers looking backwards. This is due primarily to the Orphic
cult’s devotion to a way of life that was ascetic and intended to foster right living,
something that is absent from previous cults. 35 This ascetic way of life was seen as an
ancient analogue to ascetic Christian living in the same way as the Corpus Hermeticum
and Chaldean Oracles were.

Guthrie Orpheus p. 11: “The existence of a sacred literature ascribed to Orpheus, evidence is not lacking
to show that this was in being in the fifth and fourth centuries B.C., and moreover that it was believed in
those centuries to be of great antiquity.”
32

33
Two groups of documents are commonly thought to represent primary sources of Orphic thought: the
Derveni Papyrus, dated to the fourth century BCE, an exegesis of an Orphic poem, and the Bacchic gold
lamellae found in burial sites throughout the ancient world and dating from 400 BCE to 200 CE. Although
the Orphic Hymns and the Orphic Argonautica are illustrative of potential Orphic thought, they were
written and compiled much later. See Athanassakis Introduction and Meyer chapter 4.

Guthrie Orpheus p. 44: “Most probable is the theory which makes him a figure of the Apolline religion,
priest or in some way satellite of the god. Later he, or those who followed or believed in him, embraced the
established cult of Thrace, that of Dionysus.” Guthrie, throughout Orpheus, discusses at length the
simultaneous connection of Orpheus to both Apollo and Dionysus. He appears to be connected to both
throughout antiquity, to the point that, if he indeed existed, it is impossible to tell if he was more closely
associated with one or the other. Guthrie takes great pains in disavowing the notion that it had to be one or
the other, as though association with both simultaneously wasn’t possible. Guthrie dispels the dualistic,
Nietzschean view that they are diametrically opposed. This view is essentially monotheistic in nature,
where the Greeks had no such notions. Says Guthrie, “…gods whom we had thought of as inspiring
incompatible beliefs and aspirations are sometimes peacefully united in the same camp. Much confusion
has been caused by attempts to discover a non-existent order and reason in matters whose explanation is
simply the calm unconsciousness of incongruity which can be seen within the limits of any one
denomination to-day” (8).

34

35

See Guthrie Orpheus chapter V.

Orphism removed the violent aspects of Bacchic ceremony; gone were the
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sparagmos and omophagia as fundamental aspects of the rites, including animal sacrifice
to the gods. In point of fact, Orphism calls for the complete opposite approach to
omophagia, that of vegetarianism. 36 Orphism, therefore, ascribes an ascetic approach to
the mysteries, one that calls to mind the cult of Pythagoras. 37 The reforms that were to
have the largest impact were the Orphic considerations of the soul, taking two distinct
paths: an addendum to the origin myth of Dionysus and a reinterpretation of the life of
the soul after death.
According to Orphism, the soul of man was a bipartite structure, part earthly and
part divine, explained through an episode in the life of Dionysus that did not exist prior to
Orphism. 38 According to Orphism, the Titans became enraged when Zeus placed
Dionysus on the Olympic throne. They then lured the infant Dionysus away from
Olympus with children’s toys and then captured, murdered and ate him. While the Titans
were destroyed by Zeus’s lightning bolts, Dionysus’s heart was saved by Athena and he
was reborn. From the ashes of the Titans the human race was born. Therefore, mankind
exists as a duality of earthly, or impure (Titanic), body and divine (Olympian) soul. 39
Only through the purification of the soul experienced by the initiate of the Orphic rites

36
Guthrie Orpheus chapter II. This practice is also mentioned in Plato’s Laws (782c) as well as
Aristophanes’ Frogs.

Athanassakis XVI: “Orphism inspired Pythagoras to create a rich type of theology that was founded on
practice.”
37

38

See Athanassakis Introduction on the revised cosmogony of Orphism.

39

See Athanassakis Introduction and Hymn 37

15
can the soul return to be reborn. This transmigration of the soul explains the prohibition
of animal sacrifice and consumption and is directly alluded to in one of the Bacchic
lamellae:
I am parched with thirst, and perishing.
But drink of me, the ever-flowing spring on the
right, (where) there is a fair cypress.
Who are you? Where are you from?
I am a child of Earth and of starry Heaven, but my
race is of Heaven (alone). (Meyer 101)
This “child of Earth and of starry Heaven” is an allusion to the dual nature of mankind,
illustrating the body, whose components are derived from the earthen ash of the defeated
Titans and divine soul. The right-hand spring near the cypress is referencing the spring of
memory (Mnemosyne), meaning that the soul will remember itself and has reached its
final reincarnation, ready to be reunited with Heaven. In Orphism the soul leaves the
body after death and drinks of the left-hand spring, Lethe, where previous lives are
forgotten. The soul then returns to earth to continue its quest towards Heaven. The
eventual path to Heaven is accomplished through purification and right living through the
Orphic mysteries. At its root, Orphism takes the Dionysian mysteries and transforms
them into an ascetic cult centered on purification of the soul for eventual rewards in the
afterlife. 40 To the Orphics, the body was the prison for the soul (the soma sema), and its

Later writings would reference this explicitly. The opening lines of the Orphic Argonautica, likely
written between the age of Alexander and the early Christian age reference Orpheus’s soterial message:
40

16
release from prison was the goal of earthly life. 41 This revolutionary cult would survive
well into the Christian era, 42 and Orpheus would be referenced for centuries afterward. 43

“My spirit rouses me to tell of things of which I’ve never before spoken, when driven by the goad of
Bacchus and the lord Apollo…I disclosed the cure for feeble moral bodies and the Great Rites to initiates”
(Colavito, Jason, The Orphic Argonautica, Albany: Jason Colavito, 2011, 1). Additionally, the entire
“Myth of Er” in Plato’s Republic centers around the concept of differing afterlives for the wise versus the
morally weak. It also closely reflects the notions presented in the Orphic hymn above.
41
See esp the last of the Orphic Hymns, number 87 in Athanassakis 66-67: “Your sleep tears the soul free
form the body’s hold, whenever you undo nature’s powerful bonds, bringing the long slumber, the endless
one, to the living.” This concept is later echoed in Plato’s Gorgias (493a): “Once I even heard one of the
wise men say that we are now dead and that our bodies are our tombs, and that the part of our souls in
which our appetites reside is actually the sort of thing to be open to persuasion and to shift back and forth”
(Plato, Complete Works, Ed. John M. Cooper, Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997, 836).
42

See Guthrie Orpheus 19.

43

Marsilio Ficino himself translated the Orphic Argonautica into Latin.

CHAPTER 3

17

PLATO AND THE SOUL
Before discussing Plato’s developments concerning the soul and its impact on
later thinkers, it is necessary to briefly discuss what the Greeks meant by the word “soul”
and how that definition changed from the age of Homer to the time of Plato. During the
age of Homer, the Greeks did not perceive the soul as the center of moral behavior, nor
was the soul the immortal, god-like core of mankind. For Homer, if there were any godlike traits, they were centered in the body and those traits perished when the body did. It
was never suggested by Homer that the soul has any moral aspect or that it governs any
aspect of behavior. Those qualities that would later find their center in the internal, or
subjective, home of the soul (thinking, perceiving, knowing, etc.), are for Homer
external. 44 The notions of the soul that are encountered in Orphic, Pythagorean and
Platonic thought are simply absent in this early stage of usage.
By the fifth century BCE evidence exists that the soul is thought of as a different
substance than in the Homeric age. The spiritual ways that the soul differed according to
the Orphics has been touched upon already, but there appears to be a general concept of
the soul as encompassing moral behavior. 45 In this regard, the soul becomes the center of

44

Greenspan 52-53

For example, in chapters 23 and 24 of Hippocrates’s On Airs, Waters and Places, the soul is described as
the source of courage in the European races (Hippocrates, On Airs, Waters and Places, Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Library, 1881.)
45

moral character; it is no longer an empty avatar of the person, but the locus of moral
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inclinations as well as passions and desires. 46 As Plato would develop through Socrates,
the soul was of divine origin, composed of multiple parts with the capacity for rationality.
Plato’s concept of the multipart soul developed in the Phaedrus, Republic, and Timaeus
would figure heavily in later Neoplatonic thought, including during the Renaissance,
where the notion was exploited to help Christianize Plato.
Plato’s concepts of the soul should not be viewed as a static set of beliefs that are
consistent from dialogue to dialogue, but more as a continual set of observations that are
always being refined. The ideas of the soul in dialogues such as Protagoras and Gorgias
are not the same ideas that appear in later works like the Republic and the Timaeus. To
best understand the connections between the soul as described by Plato and the
Renaissance conception of a syncretized soul, the discussion will center around a few key
dialogues, mainly Phaedrus, Republic, Phaedo, and Timaeus.
As the topics of Plato’s dialogues are many and his views on these topics rarely
remain static throughout his writing career, it is perhaps a fool’s errand to attempt to
distill the philosophical aim of Plato into a few sentences. However, there exists a central
core tenet to many of Plato’s dialogues, and this concern is the search for the Good. If
one accepts the tentative notion that Plato’s chief philosophical concern is the
understanding of what the true Good is, and that this understanding can only be achieved
by those who are necessarily wise, then one can also tentatively accept that many of his
dialogues center around understanding some aspect of either the definition of the Good,

46

See Plato’s Gorgias 493a
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the search for the virtues that define the Good, or the requisite search for wisdom, which
ultimately leads to the Good. This overly simple tenet can be arrived at through several
critical points made throughout the Platonic corpus, the most important of which is the
fate of the soul after death. Plato discusses this on several occasions. 47 To Plato, the soul
is eternal and its existence consists of continual rebirth into the human body, and
therefore the end goal of human life is to prepare the soul for the next life. According to
Plato, the soul is indestructible, and diseases of the flesh do not impact it negatively.
There are, however, diseases of the soul, such as cowardice and intemperance, that affect
the quality of life and the health of the soul. Plato’s counsel is to forever seek virtue, for
even though the soul would not be destroyed by not seeking it, the relationships between
men and gods in both the mortal and immortal lives to come are benefitted by virtuous
living. 48 If virtue can only be truly understood by the wise, then wisdom is necessarily a
most important prerequisite to virtue. The definition of wisdom in a Platonic context is
elegantly described by Hendrik Lorenz in his essay titled “Plato on the Soul”:
But in the Protagoras, Socrates has offered “the many”, and us, an analysis of
what control over oneself really is: nothing other than wisdom, the knowledge of
good and bad. Wisdom ensures that not only in one’s pursuit and enjoyment of

47
For instance, in Phaedo 81a Socrates says, “A soul in this state makes its way to the invisible, which is
like itself, the divine and immortal and wise, and arriving there it can be happy, having rid itself of
confusion, ignorance, fear, violent desires and the other human ills and, as is said of the initiates, truly
spend the rest of time with the gods.” The Phaedrus, Socrates says to Phaedrus at 248c, “If any soul
becomes a companion to a god and catches sight of any true thing, it will be unharmed until the next
circuit; and if it is able to do this every time, it will always be safe.”

See Phaedrus 256-257 on how the study of philosophy betters the soul through discipline, which leads to
harmony. See also Republic Book X and specifically the Myth of Er on the relationship between choosing
virtue and the betterment of mortal and immortal life.
48

pleasures but quite generally in all one’s actions, one is invariably guided by
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one’s own accurate, stable and unified view of what is good and bad. The unwise
person, by contrast, tends to find himself riddled with false beliefs about what is
good and bad. (Fine ch. 10)
If, then, one accepts that wisdom leading to virtue is the primary goal of
philosophical life, and that wisdom is best defined as the knowledge of good and bad, and
finally that the soul is the seat of moral character, then in a very real sense, the
understanding of the methods and actions that lead to “right living,” being those things
which lead to virtue and wisdom, are the most important of Plato’s philosophical
pursuits. This path towards virtue figures heavily in the Renaissance version of
Platonism, albeit with additional vectors leading to wisdom, including both Christian and
esoteric mystic aspects. As will be covered further on, the Renaissance Platonists
conceived of that path to God as requiring not just philosophical wisdom, but also the
wisdom of Christianity moderated by mystical practices. Renaissance thinkers were able
to extend the Platonic line of thought to its ultimately (for them) Christian conclusion,
that is, right living that encompasses both Philosophy and Theology towards an eventual
eternal happiness in the presence of God. They accomplished this through the utilization
of Plato’s concept of the multipart soul and his continual message that philosophy is the
path to the purification of the soul. These ideas take on artistic representation in
Raphael’s frescos.
If the aforementioned tenet concerning the search for the good holds true, then the
dialogues can be thought of as meditations on particular aspects of the search for wisdom
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and virtue. Through exploration of the dialogues that deal specifically with the nature of
virtue as it pertains to the soul, it is possible to arrive at a picture of the composition and
nature of the soul that explains what attracted later thinkers, preserving Platonic thought
for centuries. The remainder of this chapter will focus on constructing a harmony
between the soul, wisdom and virtue, using key dialogues to establish the relevant
features.
The first feature of the soul that is paramount is its actual structure. Four
dialogues, the Phaedrus, Phaedo, Republic, and Timaeus combine to illustrate a vision of
the soul that is immortal, divine and wholly separate from the body. The Phaedo is an
important dialogue in the Platonic corpus, both because it establishes the Pythagorean,
and therefore Orphic, importance to Plato’s thinking, 49 and its better-known name in the
ancient world, “On the Soul,” establishes the Pythagorean and Orphic notions of the
immortality of the soul in Plato’s philosophy. 50 In the Phaedo, as Socrates prepares for
his own death, he discusses the importance of the soul and its discrete nature in relation
to the physical body. There is a flavor of Orphism in these passages, as Socrates’s
discussion of the base nature of the body and its passions as opposed to the soul’s quest
for truth echoes the Orphic interpretation of the earthly (Titanic) nature of the body and
heavenly nature of the soul. 51 To Socrates, the puerile desires of the body are a burden on

The springboard for the entire dialogue is a discussion surrounding the Pythagorean notion of the evil of
doing harm to oneself.
49

50

See the introduction to Phaedo (Plato 49) for the Pythagorean influence.

Socrates describes it in Phaedo 66a as “[W]ho, using pure thought alone, tries to track down each reality
pure and by itself, freeing himself as far as possible from eyes and ears and, in a word, from the whole
51

the soul and the subsequent search for wisdom. It is in the Phaedo that Socrates makes
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the direct connection between the philosophical search for wisdom and the practicing of
the mystery rites of purification found in the Orphic cults, and it is worth quoting in its
entirety:
It is likely that those who established the mystic rites for us were not inferior
persons but were speaking in riddles long ago when they said that whoever arrives
in the underworld uninitiated and unsanctified will wallow in the mire, whereas
he who arrives there purified and initiated will dwell with the gods. There are
indeed, as those concerned with the mysteries say, many who carry the thyrsus
but the Bacchants are few. These latter are, in my opinion, no other than those
who have practiced philosophy in the right way. (Plato 60)
Socrates has, in essence, equated the rites of the mystery cults with philosophy in
that they both prepare the soul for life eternal, and importantly, only for the soul, not the
body. This concept would figure heavily in the Renaissance, as writers like Ficino would
suggest that mystic rites still held a place in tying together the twin paths to salvation,
philosophy and theology.
The Phaedo also establishes the notion that the soul is indissoluble and singular in
nature, owing to its divine provenance, whereas the body is multiform and soluble. 52 The

body, because the body confuses the soul and does not allow it to acquire truth and wisdom whenever it is
associated with it” (Plato 57). The notion that truth and wisdom are unattainable until after death is vitally
important in understanding the Orpho-Platonic cycle of rebirth and focus on purifying the soul. These ideas
are reiterated later in the dialogue, see Phaedo 80a-81.
52

See Phaedo 80a-81a
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body may decay and be scattered after death, but the soul remains as a whole, unable to
be split up and cast about.
In the Phaedrus, Plato arrives at similar conclusions but from a very different
beginning. Here, Socrates uses the onset of divinely inspired madness (mania) to defend
the notion that philosophy is a preferable pursuit over the base desires. Socrates defines
love as a type of mania that causes a fixation on the beautiful. Accordingly, this mania
can be either beneficial or detrimental to the soul, depending on which part of the soul is
in control. Similar to both Republic and Timaeus, Plato divides the soul into 3 distinct
parts. Here in the Phaedrus, those parts are metaphorically described as a charioteer and
two horses, with the right horse representing the divine, philosophically minded aspect of
the soul 53 and the left horse representing the earthly, desirous aspect of the soul. 54 In the
grip of the mania of love, the soul can fall prey to its left horse, and become mired in the
baser natures of love, or it can follow the self-control represented by the right horse and
attain from love the ability to purify the soul even further through contemplation of
chaste Love. Plato describes the soul as a wingless substance while trapped in the body,
but upon death it regains the ability to sprout wings and fly closer to the divine. The souls
that practice controlled love, when they die, have wings that are, “bursting to sprout, so
the prize they have won from the madness of love is considerable, because those who

53

“he is a lover of honor with modesty and self-control; companion to true glory” (Plato 531).

54

“companion to wild boasts and indecency” (Plato 531).

have begun the sacred journey in lower heaven may not…be sent to darkness” (Plato

24

533). 55
While ostensibly concerning the art of Rhetoric, the structure of the Phaedrus can
be seen as a metaphor for the primacy of philosophy over mysticism. From its setting
replete with Bacchic symbolism (in the shade of a Plane tree, near a running stream, in a
land said to be pregnant with the presence of Nymphs) to its use of cultic imagery
(Socrates makes several references to initiation, and much of the dialogue is concerned
with mania), Plato uses the mechanisms of mysticism to show how philosophy is still
better for the soul. Even a soul possessed with a manic connection to Aphrodite can still
utilize the philosophic path to further purify itself.
In the Republic, Plato further defines the structure of the soul as a mechanism for
elucidating the concept of justice on an individual level. At the beginning of the dialogue
Socrates is pressed with the task of explaining how justice is preferable to injustice.
Socrates elects to establish the answer in the form of an analogy, constructing an ideal
state that represents the human soul. This ideal state, and therefore the human soul, is
divided into three distinct parts. In the human soul, Socrates claims, are found three
divisions- the rational, the spiritual and the appetite. In this analogy, the just soul is one in
which the rational part of the soul is able to maintain control over the spirited aspects and

It’s worth noting that in Phaedrus 265, Plato has placed the mania of Love as the highest form of mania,
suggesting that it is more worthy than “the inspiration of the prophet to Apollo, the mystic to Dionysus, of
the poet to the Muse” (Plato 542). This is a strong statement on the nature of mania, both as to its origins as
a communion with the god independent of illness (265a) and to the importance of chaste Love in the
philosophical pursuit of the Good. Love, according to Socrates’s speech, is more important than prophecy,
mystical revelation or poetry in the search for wisdom.

55
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the base appetites. In other words, a just soul is harmonious, where an unjust soul is out
of balance. 56 The unjust man is one whose base appetites or spirits (emotions) are unable
to be controlled by his reason (Plato Republic 444d-e). The simple tenet established
earlier of the aims of Plato's philosophy being the search for the Good are strengthened
here in the Republic as well. Socrates establishes the philosopher as the state's equivalent
to the rational aspect of the soul. His definition of a philosopher is one who has an
insatiable desire for all aspects of wisdom (Plato Republic 475b-c). An example Socrates
gives to illustrate the difference between philosopher and layman is in each person’s
interpretation of beauty: a true philosopher understands that something is beautiful
because it reflects the higher concept of beauty, but the layperson can only appreciate
things that have the likeness of beauty, not beauty itself. 57 This concept is critical because
it establishes that a philosopher is the only one who can ascertain, as much as is possible
in life, the higher concepts of Good and Just, and in doing so the philosopher can better
prepare his soul for the next life.
The Republic establishes two very fundamental concepts concerning the soul and
its importance to later thinkers. The first is the tripartite nature of the soul, with the
rational aspect as the controlling part in a healthy (just) soul. The idea of a multipart soul

56
A similar argument is made in Phaedrus, where self-control, when it comes to love, produces a more
harmonious soul.

This is the explanation of the famous analogy of the cave in Book VII. Plato is making the distinction
between those that are able to see the "real world", or the forms, and those that can only perceive the
likeness of the thing itself: the shadowy projections of the world on the cave wall. It is, fundamentally, a
difference between using reason to understand the forms and using the senses to understand the physical
realm.
57

figures heavily during the Renaissance and will be seen in both Ficino and Mirandola's
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writings. Secondly, the primacy of the philosopher, and therefore the search for the Good
as the work of a just soul is established.
In the Timaeus, Plato constructs what can be thought of as a sequel or appendix to
the Republic. In Book VII of the Republic, Socrates discusses the proper study of the
physical sciences as they relate to the contemplation of the Good. 58 The discussion
centers around the determination of those sciences that can aid one in the pursuit of the
Good. Or, in other words, those tools that utilize the senses can be used to aid reason in
the study of the forms. Socrates begins the discussion by asking Glaucon a pointed
question: “So what subject is it Glaucon, that draws the soul from the realm of becoming
to the realm of what is?” (Plato 1138). The subtext here is important and illustrates the
connection between the two dialogues. Socrates is making a clear distinction between
studying being itself and studying things that come into being. The study of being itself is
synonymous with the philosophical pursuit of the Good, as being itself implies the forms,
unable to be created or destroyed, while the study of the physical world is the study of
things that come into being and eventually die. 59 In the course of the discussion between
Socrates and Glaucon, it is determined that some of the sciences (geometry, astronomy)
can be used to aid in the search for the Good because they give the philosopher tools to
better ascertain truth, as long as they are used “for the sake of knowing what always is,

58

Plato 521-534.

That is to say, the study of the earthly realm of the body, which lives and dies, versus the study of the
divine realm of the soul, which is eternal.
59

not what comes into being and passes away” (Plato 1143). And so, in the discussion
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concerning astronomy, Socrates makes clear the idea that the true motions of the heavens
and the interactions of the heavenly bodies can only be understood by reason, not by
observation. In the same vein, the discussion examines harmonics, likening the
mathematical components to those in astronomy, with Socrates concluding that they are
“useful in the search for the beautiful and the good” (Plato 1147).
These discussions in Book VII of the Republic link directly with the Timaeus, as
it concerns those very same scientific endeavors and how they can be used to understand
how the cosmos came into being. This is the “coming into being” side of the coin that
was alluded to in the Republic, and it is done through the story of the creation of the
cosmos, as told to Socrates by Timaeus. 60 In contrast to the Republic, however, those
tools of science are used for their own benefit, not to explicitly better understand the
forms of the Beautiful and the Good. The study of the cosmos, then, is a diversion from
the study of being. As Timaeus himself describes it early in the dialogue, “And should
one take a break from and lay aside accounts about the things that always are, deriving
instead a carefree pleasure from surveying the likely accounts about becoming, he would
provide his life with a moderate and sensible diversion” (Plato 1262).

It is interesting to note here that Socrates actually doesn't take much part in the discussion, making the
dialogue one of the very few in the Platonic corpus that isn't focused on dialectic. This further strengthens
the yin/yang relationship of Timaeus and Republic, as dialectic is the tool favored by Socrates to understand
the good, as opposed to simple observation and sense perception. Socrates summarizes it in Republic 532a
as “...whenever someone tries through argument and apart from all sense perceptions to find the being itself
of each thing and doesn't give up until he grasps the good itself with understanding itself, he reaches the
end of the intelligible”
60

Using the criteria established in Book VII of the Republic, the cosmos must be
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defined as an entity that is “coming into being,” and not “of being” because it is able to
be perceived by the senses. 61 According to Timaeus, there must then be a root cause for
the cosmos, because something that comes into being must be created. 62 This Demiurge,
or craftsman of the cosmos, must have a model from which the design of the cosmos is to
be based. According to Timaeus, “if this world of ours is beautiful and its craftsman
good, then clearly he [the Demiurge] looked at the eternal model” (Plato 1235). This is
one of the key reasons the Timaeus is vital to the Renaissance Platonists, as it establishes
that the divine realm of the Christian god is the insensate and perfect model for the
imperfect cosmos that we can sense. 63 Marsilio Ficino alludes to this in the opening
chapter of his commentary on the Timaeus: “The subject matter of this book may
therefore be said to be the very nature of the universe...and begetting all things in the
sequence with which the soul itself conceives, while looking up to the divine mind and
seeking the Good” (Ficino All Things Natural 3). 64

Timaeus asks essentially the rhetorical question at Timaeus 28a that Socrates asks Glaucon in Book VII
of the Republic: “What is that which always is and has no becoming, and what is that which becomes and
never is?” (Plato 1234).
61

62

see Timaeus 28a

This is essentially true of all the Forms, but in the case of the Timaeus it is easy to apply a Christian
framework to the Platonic cosmos.

63

64
This is restated much more poetically in chapter 7: “Thus whatever is considered to be above the soul
always is and never becomes. But the soul itself is and ever becomes. The world never is, but ever
becomes. Whatever is born in the world never is, but becomes for a time.” This is a good example of how
easily Plato could be coopted into Christianity. The One became synonymous with the Good and, therefore,
with God himself.
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Of additional importance is the question raised and subsequently answered by the
Timaeus: why was the cosmos created? According to Timaeus, the creator created
because he was good, and being good, lacked jealousy, and lacking jealousy, 65 he wished
all things to be as much like himself as possible (Plato Timaeus 29c-30c). This is easily
understood in a Christian context as God creating the universe in his image and further
strengthens the syncretism of Platonism and Christianity in the Renaissance.
The Timaeus shares another similarity with the Republic in its use of analogy in
illustrating the nature of the human soul. In the Republic, Socrates uses the thought
experiment of the perfect state and it’s three strata of citizens to represent the tripartite
nature of the soul. Likewise, in the Timaeus, Plato uses the soul of the universe as a
model for understanding the human soul. 66 As in the Republic, the highest principle for
governing is Reason. In the Republic, Reason is the force that balances the other desires
of the soul, and in the Timaeus, it serves as the motivating source for the creation of the
universe (Plato Timaeus 48a). According to Timaeus, the creation of the universe was the
product of Reason's prevalence over Necessity, a theme that appears throughout the
dialogue. In many ways, the Timaeus can be read as a mythological companion to the
dialectical Republic, especially as they relate to the structure and origin of the soul.

It is possible that by suggesting the creator lacked jealousy, Plato is intimating that thinking of divine
things and striving for the immortality enjoyed by the gods was not heretical. It serves as justification for
attempting to achieve god-like perfection.
65

66
Francis Cornford describes this explicitly, “The Republic had dwelt on the structural analogy between the
state and the individual soul. Now Plato intends to base his conception of human life, both for the
individual and the society, on the inexpugnable foundation of the order of the universe.” Cornford, Francis
M, Plato's Cosmology, Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997, 6.

Viewing them as a pair, they provide both a sensate and insensate explanation of the
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composition and eternal nature of the soul. 67 As will be discussed further, these dual
paths towards the Good will be echoed in the frescoes of the Stanza as both a
philosophical and theological road to salvation.

In these terms, Phaedrus can be likened to the Timaeus, in that they both use a mostly fanciful or
mythological basis for examining the structure and nature of the soul. The Republic, on the other hand,
while still discussing the soul using analogies, does so with a much more rationalistic tone. What is
important here is that Plato’s dialogues use various methods to arrive at the same basic place: that the soul
is divine, immortal and can be purified, which leads to not only a better life for its own sake but better
subsequent lives as well.

67

CHAPTER 4
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PLATO’S ANTECEDENTS
The death of Plato in ca. 347 BCE left behind a wealth of philosophy, both in
written and unwritten form. 68 His conception of the structure of the universe and the soul,
especially in dialogues like Laws, Republic and Timaeus, would become the basis for
continued philosophical inquiry and discussion, ultimately leading to the Renaissance
conception of Platonism and the attempt to not only show the compatibility of Plato and
Aristotle but to also syncretize Plato with Christianity. This path of nearly eighteen
hundred years necessarily saw numerous interpretations and commentaries on Plato, and
his original philosophic conceptions would obviously be subject to redefinition,
sometimes drastically so. It is difficult to summarize a cohesive definition of how Plato
was regarded throughout the almost two millennia between his death and the
Renaissance, but certain attributes tend to reoccur, including a tendency to link Plato not
only to Pythagoras, 69 but also Old Testament prophets such as Moses. 70 The general

68
An overall picture of Plato is best understood through not only the dialogues, but also the writings of
followers and commentators in the next generation, especially those of Aristotle, Speusippus and
Xenocrates. According to Dillon, The Middle Platonists, chapter 1, Plato may have become increasingly
Pythagorean in his older age, utilizing the Pythagorean conception of mathematics in his explanations of
the universe. This is seen primarily in the writings of his followers.

See Dillon’s The Middle Platonists, chapters 1 and 7. Neoplatonism can be seen to follow the emergence
of Neopythagoreanism and the two became intimately linked, although the causes are not clear. By the end
of the first century CE, thinkers who likely considered themselves Pythagoreans (i.e., Moderatus of Gades)
were sufficiently Platonic to the point that the two were indistinguishable.
69

Philo of Alexandria (c. 25BCE–50CE) may have been the first to place Moses as the teacher of
Pythagoras, but the concept appears centuries later with later Neoplatonists. See Dillon, The Middle
Platonists, chapter 3.

70
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thinking was that Plato was part of an unbroken chain of Greek thinking that was rooted
as much in the Greek poets of Homer and Hesiod as it was in the pre-Christian prophets.
In addition, the political aspects of Platonism become less important as the metaphysical
aspects gained in importance, and, in particular, dialogues such as Timaeus take on a
prominent role. 71 The philosophies of later Neoplatonists such as Iamblichus utilized
often esoteric doctrines and philosophies (i.e., The Orphic Hymns, Chaldean Oracles,
and the Corpus Hermeticum) as further evidence of not only the ubiquity of the root
concepts of Platonism but also the complementary nature of a seemingly disparate group
of thinkers and philosophers who all strove towards a common holistic view of
philosophy. 72 This chapter will examine three of these movements that were of
significance in later Renaissance Platonism, that of the Chaldean Oracles, the Corpus
Hermeticum and the writings of the later Neoplatonists, especially Iamblichus, in an
attempt to piece together the permutations of Platonism that ultimately provided the
fertile ground for the birth of Mirandola and Ficino’s version of Platonism in the
Renaissance.
The Chaldean Oracles
The Chaldean Oracles are neatly summarized by Ruth Majercik in her
introduction to The Chaldean Oracles as “a collection of abstruse, hexameter verses
purported to have been ‘handed down by the gods’ to a certain Julian the Chaldean and/or

71

See especially Wallis, R.T. Neoplatonism, Indianapolis: Hackett, 1995, 19-20.

As will be discussed later, in the Renaissance these texts were misdated to pre-Christian ages, providing
strong support for the connection between Platonism and Christianity.

72

his son, Julian the Theurgist, who flourished during the second century CE” (1). These
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verses are remarkable for the importance accorded them by later Neoplatonists writing
from the third through the sixth centuries CE In fact, to Neoplatonists like Iamblichus and
Proclus, they were second only to the Timaeus in importance. 73 The Oracles are the first
known use of a term that would figure heavily in later Neoplatonism and would be
utilized again in the Renaissance—theurgy, a term signifying a ritualistic use of magic as
a means of communicating with the gods. 74
Unfortunately, the Oracles only exist in fragments, most of which are gleaned
from commentaries by later Neoplatonists and Christian Platonists, especially those of
Michel Psellus (c. 1019-1078 CE). The texts are striking for two basic reasons: the use of
theurgy as a legitimate path to salvation 75 and the fact that they reflect, as Dillon states,
“in elaborate poetic language…a good deal of contemporary Platonic-Pythagorean
doctrine” (363).
The structure of the texts take the form of received wisdom transmitted directly
from the gods to Julian the father and/or the son, wisdom that takes the form of both

73

See Majercik, Ruth, The Chaldean Oracles, Wiltshire: The Prometheus Trust, 2009, 2.

As Dodds continues, “they certainly included not only prescriptions for a fire and sun cult, but
prescriptions for the magical evocation of the gods. And later tradition represents the Juliani as potent
magicians. According to Psellus, the elder Julianus ‘introduced’ his son to the ghost of Plato, and it seems
that they claimed to possess a spell for producing the apparition of the god Chronos” (Dodds, E.R. The
Greeks and the Irrational, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951, 285). As will be discussed
further on, the significance of the sun is paramount in Renaissance Platonism as well.
74

“In other words, knowledge for its own sake passes over to ‘gnosis’ for the sake of soteria, with spiritual
enlightenment often coupled with magic and ritual as a means of freeing the soul” (Majercik 5).
75

magical ritual and Platonic philosophy; the texts are both soterial and revelatory. 76 The
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Oracles describe a transcendent supreme Father, or highest God, 77 whose intellect is
responsible for the creation of the original forms, or Ideas, giving a model for the
structure of the universe (Majercik Fragment 37). At the next level is a second-order God
akin to Plato’s Demiurge, whose function is to create the known universe using the Ideas
thought into existence by the Supreme Father (Majercik Fragment 37). Emanating from
the Supreme God is yet another, third-order God referred to as Hecate, from whose right
flank “a great stream of the primordially-generated Soul gushes forth in abundance,” 78
and whose left flank contains the font of virtue. 79 These three deities should rightly be
thought of as a triad, with Intellect and Hecate, or Spirit, functioning as a parts of the
whole. This Father/Intellect/Feminine Spirit triad is a pattern that can be seen recurring
throughout not only subsequent Neoplatonic writing, but likewise in Gnostic writings. 80
Below this initial triad are various other triads that serve both philosophic (Platonic) and

Of interest here is the debate concerning the nature of the texts as complete forgeries versus mediumistic
revelations. As Dodds comments, “Where he [Julianus] in fact got them we do not know…Julianus may of
course have forged them; but their diction is so bizarre and bombastic, their thought so obscure and
incoherent, as to suggest rather the trance utterances of modern ‘spirit guides’ than the deliberate efforts of
a forger” (The Greeks and the Irrational 284).
76

77
Fragment 169 (Majercik 113) refers to him as “once transcendent”, which can also be interpreted as the
same as Pythagoras’s Monad, in that it is singular and indivisible. Likewise, the second-order God is “twice
transcendent”, or dyadic in nature.
78

Majercik Fragment 51

Hecate, in this form, functions similarly to Plato’s World Soul in the Timaeus, in that “she is the
boundary between the intelligible and the sensible world.” Lewy, Hans, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy:
Mysticism, Magic and Platonism in the Later Roman Empire, Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1978, 353.
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See Majercik 7-8. She comments: “The occurrence of similar triads in various Gnostic sources reflects an
important interchange between the school traditions of Platonism and the Platonic ‘underworld’” (8).
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theurgic roles, including the Iynges (messengers between God and the material world),
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Connectors (powers that stabilize the universe via the Ideas and assist with the
transference of souls) and Teletarchs (representations of Faith, Truth and Love and
mediators of the upward passage of the soul on the rays of the sun). 81 These lower-order
deities will recur in later Neoplatonic writings in various forms, but continue to function
in both cosmically and theurgically, helping to foster communication between God and
the material world and acting as mediating agents in the transference of light downward
from the sun and souls upwards to the heavenly realms. This structure of a primary God
and a series of intercessors between him and the material world is one that takes its model
from the Timaeus and is continually adapted all the way to the Renaissance. 82
The theurgy of the Oracles is a relatively novel concept and can be difficult to
fully understand due to the fragmented nature of the writings. It is essentially a means of
salvation for the human soul that should not be confused with theology. In this usage,
theurgy is active, whereas theology is a more passive, thought-based pursuit.
Unfortunately, the state of the fragments are such that the exact practices used in
Chaldean theurgic rites are unknown. However, there exist sufficient secondary sources

81

See Majercik 8-12

It is important to note that the Platonic structure of the Oracles is based heavily on the thinking of the socalled Middle Platonists (roughly 80BCE–200CE), and especially of Numenius (second century CE, dates
unknown). Numenius, for example, posited a very similar structure, starting with a supreme Father and a
second order Demiurge, and the similarities continue. That the Oracles were similar is clear, but it is
unclear exactly how intertwined they are. As Dillon says in The Middle Platonists, “Perhaps a third
possibility should not be excluded, that both the Oracles and Numenius are influenced by the same currents
of thought, Pythagorean, Gnostic and Hermetic, which constitute what one may term the ‘underworld’ of
Platonism in this period” (364). For more on the connections between the Oracles and Middle Platonism in
general, and Numenius specifically, see Dillon 362-378, Majercik 1-10, and Lewy chapter VI.
82

to inform the basic tenets of these rituals. 83 As will be investigated below, later writers
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who had access to more complete copies of the Oracles (especially Iamblichus) would
further define and delineate the theurgic rites, but there are several basic practices that are
alluded to in the fragments and further elucidated by later writers. Among these are the
conjoining of theurgist and God as a means of communication. This is done through
vocalizations of mystic chants, “which amounted to a lengthy recitation of unintelligible
vowel and consonant sounds. Such nomina Barbara or voces mysticae are…a staple of
late Antique magical practice” (Majercik 25), although these recitations are only loosely
alluded to in the texts (see fragments 2, 108, 109, and 150). Another common theurgic
practice is the summoning of deities via animating a statue or other avatar of the god or
by binding the god directly into human form. 84
While relatively obscure today, the Chaldean Oracles are of enormous
importance, especially in the wedding of theurgy to Platonism, a melding that is
fundamental to later Neoplatonists as well as to Renaissance Platonism. As Lewy states
in his Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy: “the later Neoplatonists made the far-reaching
undertaking to harmonize the two systems [Platonism and Chaldeanism], and exulted

“Nonetheless, it is more than likely that Chaldean theurgic practice was close, in many respects, to those
traditions preserved in the magical papyri (and reflected, as well, in various Gnostic and Hermetic rites of
ascent)” (Majercik 25).
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See fragments 108, 222, and 224 for examples. There is an important distinction that should be made
here regarding the differences between theurgy and magic. Magic in antiquity often involved summoning
or binding the god against its will, or otherwise altering the will of or coercing the divine for one’s own
ends (curses, hexes, etc.). Theurgy, on the other hand, involved a voluntary interaction with the divine. If
this distinction holds, then it calls into question certain fragments of the Oracles which used exclusively
magical terminology such as fragments 220, 221, and 223. For more see the discussion in Majercik 27
84
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theurgy to the position of the mystery-cult of the inner circle of their philosophic school”
(313).
The Corpus Hermeticum
Much like the Chaldean Oracles, the Corpus Hermeticum is a collection of texts
that reflect the philosophical flavor of the age in which they were written and would
become essential in the birth of Renaissance Platonism. Written somewhere between the
first and third century CE, 85 the texts contain a wealth of information, from the birth of
the universe to the liberation of the soul. Frances Yates, in her seminal work Giordano
Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, provides the following summation:
Written…by various unknown authors, all probably Greek, and they contain
popular Greek philosophy of the period, a mixture of Platonism and Stoicism,
combined with some Jewish and probably some Persian influences. The Asclepius
purports to describe the religion of the Egyptians, and by what magic rites and
processes the Egyptians drew down the powers of the cosmos…The Pimander
…gives an account of the creation of the world…Other treatises describe the
ascent of the soul through the spheres of the planets to the divine realms above
them, or give ecstatic descriptions of a process of regeneration by which the soul
casts off the chains which bind it to the material world and becomes filled with
divine powers and virtues. (3)

Yates, Frances A, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1991, 2.
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What made the Corpus so foundational to the Renaissance wasn’t the content of
the texts, per se, but the content in light of the errors in dating their creation. The Greek
texts were translated into Latin by Marsilio Ficino at the behest of Cosimo de Medici
with their arrival in Florence in 1460. 86 To the Renaissance philosopher, the Corpus was
written not only prior to Plato and Pythagoras, but even earlier than Moses. That it used
essentially Neoplatonic concepts and terminology to describe what could be interpreted
as Christian ideals made it a foundational text in the syncretization of Platonism and
Christianity.
The texts of the Corpus Hermeticum are part of a larger set of documents that
were ascribed to Hermes, a tradition that lasted for centuries. The lineage of the Greek
Hermes leading to the Corpus is long and convoluted, but it is rooted in the notion that
Hermes was essentially the same god as the Egyptian Thoth. Thoth was a god of letters
and language, and in the Greek-speaking region of the Nile delta, a tradition began of
attributing writings to this chimeric Thoth-Hermes god in the last few centuries prior to
the Christian age. 87 It is from these writings, collectively called the Hermetica that the
Corpus Hermeticum derives. Their origins are diverse, and they are in no way a
representation of a codified set of beliefs. As Yates explains:

See Yates 12-13. The texts were of such novelty that Ficino interrupted his translations of Plato to
complete the Corpus.
86

See Faivre chapter 3, “The assimilation of Thoth to Hermes had become official by the third century
BCE, as attested by a decree of the priests of Rosetta (196 BCE): a Hermes in whom Thoth is to be
understood under the name of Hermes the Great, the god who helped Horus to reconquer the Delta.”
87

No really coherent system can be drawn from them as a whole. Nor are they
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intended to be a system of rationally thought out philosophy. They are the records
of individual souls seeking revelation, intuition into the divine, personal salvation,
gnosis, without the aid of a personal God or Savior, but through a religious
approach to the universe. (22)
The central figure throughout is Hermes Trismegistus, another iteration of Hermes, albeit
a mortal one, with a euhemerist origin in the Hellenic era as the son of Agathodemon,
himself the son of Thoth, making Trismegistus the grandson of Hermes proper (Faivre
ch. 1). It is difficult to overstate the ubiquity of Hermes/Mercury/Thoth not only in the
ancient world, but fully through the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Hermes was
variously described as the progenitor to Pythagoras (via Appollonius Rhodius), the father
of Isis (via Plutarch), and the grandson of a contemporary of Moses (via Augustine),
while according to Cicero, Hermes existed in five different forms and he even appears in
the New Testament, where Saint Paul is mistaken as Hermes (Faivre ch. 1).
The books of the Corpus concern discussion between Hermes and his son, Tat, his
disciple, Asclepius, and other followers or, in the Pimander, a conversation with Nous as
the supreme intelligence. The cosmology of the Corpus has much in common with the
Chaldean Oracles, and is described in the opening book:
Nous, God being male and female, beginning as life and light, gave birth, by the
Word, to another Nous, the Creator of the world; he, being the god of fire and air,
formed seven powers who encompass in their circles the sensory world, and the
governance of these powers is called destiny. (Salaman 19)

The obvious similarity with the Chaldean Oracles can be seen in a supreme
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intellect or Father that begets a Demiurge charged with creation. In the Corpus, however,
the Demiurge creates seven powers, correlating with the seven planets, that determine the
destiny of mankind. In that regard, the Corpus is an astrological system, where destiny
can be perceived in the motions and interactions of the planets. There is a distinct tenor of
a mystery cult throughout the Corpus, with references to the Orphic view of man, 88 secret
initiations,89 and secret knowledge that provides salvation. 90 Conversely, it is clear why
the Renaissance Platonists were able to use the Corpus in uniting Platonism with
Christianity, as some passages can easily be interpreted as Christian. In the first book of
the Pimander section, as Nous is describing the creation of the universe to Hermes
Trismegistus, the terminology is reminiscent of Genesis, “‘That light,’ he said, ‘is I,
Nous, your God, who was before the watery substance which appeared out of the
darkness; and the clear Word from Nous is the Son of God’” (The Way of Hermes 18).
Much of the soterial emphasis, especially in the discussions between Trismegistus
and his son Tat, are Gnostic. In Book 11, for example, Nous tells Trismegistus, “To be
able to know and to will and to hope is the straight and easy way appropriate to each that
will lead to the Supreme Good” (58). This knowledge of Nous is repeated throughout as a

88
As seen in Book 1, “Man alone is double; mortal because of the body, immortal because of the real Man”
(Salaman, Clement et al, The Way of Hermes, Rochester: Inner Traditions, 2004, 20).
89

Book 1, “Poimandres said: ‘This is the mystery which has been kept secret until this day’” (20).

Book 1, “Receive pure offerings of speech offered to you by inner mind and heart, thou who art
unutterable, vast, beyond description, who art spoken of by silence. I beg you that I may not fall from the
knowledge that leads towards our essence, and endow me with vitality” (24).
90
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measure of right living, a necessity for salvation. Likewise, in Book 12, Trismegistus tells
Tat, “In some men Nous is God; thus some men are gods, and then humanity is akin to
divinity” (58), and, “In souls where Nous governs, its light is revealed, acting in
opposition to all they have previously acquired. But then Nous…secures good for the
soul, just as the physician secures health for the body” (59).
This combination of Gnostic and Platonic thought was quite powerful to
Neoplatonists like Iamblichus, who would then propel those ideas to the Renaissance. It
gave the Renaissance Christians yet another pathway to the divine, a way that combined
ancient magic, Gnostic philosophy and astrology to provide a clearer picture of the
universe. Hermetic thought remains intrinsically attractive, and although it waned
dramatically through the Reformation and Enlightenment, it can still be seen in modern
Masonic and Rosicrucian writings.

Iamblichus
Iamblichus of Syria (c. 240–c. 325 CE), while fully a thousand years prior to the
Renaissance, represents one of the single most important Neoplatonic philosophers in
understanding the assimilation of disparate schools of thought to Renaissance thinkers. 91

Due perhaps to the lack of extant works and his focus on “magic,” Iamblichus seems to have been
relatively forgotten. However, his impact on the chain of Platonic thought is difficult to overstate. His
philosophy was instrumental, through the Roman emperor Julian (361-363 CE), in the attempt to reHellanize a Roman empire transitioning to a Christian state. His works were admired by a significant
amount of later Platonic philosophers. See Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, Atlanta: Society of Biblical
Literature, 2003, “he inaugurated a scholastic tradition of Platonism which, becoming more ramified in the
works of such men as Damascius and Dionysus the Aeropagite, descended to later Byzantine writers such
as Michael Psellus, and, through the translations of William of Moerbeke and, later, of Marsilio Ficino, to
the West (xxv).” As will be seen later, Iamblichus’s ideas of theurgy would greatly influence Ficino.
91

Perhaps paradoxically, it is Iamblichus’s lack of critical Christian writing, either
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positively or negatively, that ultimately makes his philosophy essential to the
Renaissance. 92 Unlike many of the Neoplatonists before him, and especially his teacher
Porphyry, who was extremely critical of Christianity, Iamblichus is as close to a “pure”
Platonist as can be found in his era. 93 He was focused almost exclusively on the Timaeus,
as he saw it as a model for salvation and the basis for his concept of theurgy.
Iamblichus’s central tenet was that the material world was not to be shunned for a
purely Gnostic approach to salvation. The salvation of the soul was dependent on both
theological and theurgical practices due to the dual nature of the soul as part divine, part
earthly. These practices, at the most basic level, simply imply a material practice that
unites the soul with the divine and involve communing with God through physical means,
including prayer, sacrifice and magical practices. 94 In other words, the simple

As Shaw comments, “As foremost Platonist of his time and designated ‘savior’ of Hellenic culture, one
might expect the ‘god-inspired Syrian’ to have been a leading figure in the pagan polemic against
Christianity. Yet there is no extant writing of Iamblichus in which he criticizes, or even mentions,
Christianity.” Shaw, Gregory, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, Kettering: Angelico
Press, 2004, 3.
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93
In fact, his doctrine on the soul, De Anima is essentially a refutation of previous Neoplatonic writings on
the nature of the soul. The point of contention for Iamblichus is the universality and divinity of souls that is
described, especially for Iamblichus by Plotinus and a “more prudent distinction” that souls differ and are
not, by nature, fully divine. The central distinction is one of “descent,” meaning, if a soul has not
descended, as Plotinus and Porphyry hold, then it is fully divine and salvation can be found through
theology alone. Iamblichus describes the soul as fully descended, meaning that it is partly of the earthly
realm and not fully divine. In doing so, he avoids the Plotinian concept of a devalued material world and
sets up the basis for theurgy as the path of connection with the divine.

Clarke, in his introduction to Iamblichus defines theurgy as “religious ritual demonstrating supernatural
power, both symbolized and encapsulated the extraordinary miracle of the soul’s conversion back to its
divine cause”(Iamblichus xviii).
94

contemplation of the divine, a purely philosophic approach, is insufficient to achieve
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salvation for the human soul. There exists a material aspect, theurgy, equally important to
finding salvation, and, according to Iamblichus, the central crisis in recent Platonic
thought was that it had determined that the material world was unimportant in the quest
for salvation.
Iamblichus’s extant works are few, but his De Mysteriis is the most important in
understanding his personal philosophy and the meaning of theurgy. Written in the form of
a letter 95 from an Egyptian priest named Abamon, the entire treatise has an Egyptian
flavor to it, with Books VII and VIII dealing explicitly with Egyptian theology. The use
of Egyptian knowledge and theology is a common trope, based on the “golden age”
concept of the ancients having not only knowledge that is now lost but also a closer
relationship with the gods. Abamon states this directly in Book I by drawing on
illustrious ancient philosophers thought to have visited Egypt and benefited from
Egyptian sources of ancient wisdom, including Plato and Pythagoras (Iamblichus 5).
From a Platonic standpoint, the most important sections of letter are those that concern
the structure of the cosmos and the use of theurgy in connecting the human soul to that
world. Iamblichus uses an Egyptian religious scaffolding to restate what is basically the
cosmology of the Timaeus to establish the importance of theurgy. In his scheme,
described in Book VIII of De Mysteriis, Iamblichus begins by outlining the first causes of

In truth, the De Mysteriis was a direct response to a now-lost letter from Porphyry to an Egyptian priest
concerning theurgy, which partially explains the Egyptian setting. See the introduction in Iamblichus.
95

Platonism in an Egyptian framework. 96 The first order cause is established as the
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prototypical One, the Monad, an unmoved singularity arising before all others
(Iamblichus 307). From this One all good flows, as do the Platonic forms, before giving
birth to the intelligible realm. In this realm, the first components of the Egyptian
pantheon appear, with Iamblichus assigning Kmeph as the first of the celestial gods. 97
From Kmeph arises the Demiurge, identified by Iamblichus as Amon-Re, who is
responsible for interpreting the forms in the creation of the World Soul. 98 From here,
Iamblichus’s cosmology turns distinctly Hermetic, involving descriptions of further
levels of gods, most specifically those that control both the sun and moon. 99 The
theological importance for using this cosmological model is to establish the part-material
aspect of the human soul. Iamblichus sums up the logical consequence of this model and
its theurgic connection in a lengthy passage in Book VIII, worth quoting in its entirety:
For as these [Hermetic] writings tell us, the human being has two souls: one
derives from the primary intelligible, partaking also of the power of the demiurge,
while the other is contributed to us from the circuit of the heavenly bodies, and

“[W]hat the Egyptians consider to be the first cause, whether it is an intellect, or beyond intellect, alone
or associated with another or others, and whether it is incorporeal or corporeal” (Iamblichus 305). See also
Book VIII.4-5 for specific allusions to a Timaeus-like cosmology.
96

97

A Zeus-like figure in the Theben pantheon.

Iamblicus here makes Amon a trinity, with Amon as the intellect that interprets the forms, Ptah as the
bringer of perfection according to truth, and Osiris when dealing with physical material. See Iamblichus
311-313.
98

Porphyry’s initial criticism was, in part, targeted at specific Hermetic concepts, and Iamblichus refers to
them throughout De Mysteriis. For more on the importance of Hermetic and Chaldean thought in
Iamblichus’s writings see below. For more on the sun and moon cults in the Chaldean Oracles see Dodds
285
99

into this there slips the soul that sees god. This being the case, the soul which
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descends to us from the celestial realms accommodates itself to the circuits of
those realms, but that which is present to us in an intelligible mode from the
intelligible transcends the cycle of generation, and it is in virtue of it that we may
attain to emancipation from fate and ascent to the intelligible gods. That part of
theurgy that is involved with ascent to the ungenerated achieves its ends through
such a level of life as this. (Iamblichus 320-321)
Thus, the practice of theurgy provides the other half of true communion with the gods,
covering the half of the soul descended from the material.
Throughout De Mysteriis, Iamblichus draws on a vast wealth of esoteric
philosophies. They provide a basis for supporting the concepts of theurgy as well as
linking the philosophy of Iamblichus to ancient Greece and Egypt. Primary among these
are Hermetic concepts outlined in the various Hermetic writings covered in the above
section, as well as the ideas covered in the Chaldean Oracles, also covered above. 100
Iamblichus draws on mystical and theurgic Hermetic concepts, and specifically
concentrates on aspects of divination, astrology and cosmology. His description of the
dual nature of the human soul in Book VIII.6 is prefaced by the pronouncement that it
will be explained “on the basis of Hermetic concepts” (Iamblichus 319). Earlier in the
same book, before embarking on an explanation of the first causes of the universe, he

“Iamblichus’s references to the Chaldean Oracles and the notions preserved in the Corpus Hermeticum
are largely sweeping and general, but their influence on him is undeniable, and an awareness of their
contents essential for a full understanding of the De Mysteriis” (Iamblichus xlix).
100

relates that it has all been “covered by Hermes in the twenty thousand books”
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(Iamblichus 305). That Iamblichus is often vague about whether he refers to the Greek
Hermes or the mystical Hermes Trismegistus of the Corpus Hermeticum is significant, as
it can serve to conflate the two, reinforcing and lending credence to one and the other.
After all, Iamblichus makes clear that he accepted the notion that the Corpus Hermeticum
was an ancient document translated by the ancient Egyptians. 101 That the ancient Greeks,
so admired by later thinkers, would have traveled to Egypt to learn secret knowledge and
practices, and that the Corpus Hermeticum was written by these same Egyptians only
strengthens the chain of philosophic thought leading back through antiquity. 102 During
the Renaissance, thinkers like Ficino would meld this chain with Christianity to arrive at
a complex method of revelation involving mystical ancient theurgy, pure philosophical
inquiry and Christian salvation.

101

See discussion in the footnotes of Book VIII.4, 315 in Iamblichus.

Iamblichus appears to have thought of himself as a link that same chain. “[Iamblichus] would have been
steeped in the bizarre traditions surround the authorship of the Chaldean Oracles and the Hermetic corpus,
as well as Orphic and Pythagorean literature; indeed, Iamblichus hints at the fact that he is part of this
tradition” (Iamblichus xxxi).
102
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FICINO, MIRANDOLA, AND RENAISSANCE
PLATONISM
Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499 CE) should rightly be considered the grand unifier of
Platonism in the Renaissance. His assimilation of disparate schools of thought (Christian,
Platonic, Hermetic, Chaldean, and Neoplatonic) into a coherent attempt to elucidate the
correct path towards salvation is as startling as it is novel. Ficino’s ultimate aim was to
unify Christianity with philosophy, mediated by theurgic practices and humanist pursuits
such as poetry. Ficino was greatly aided in this pursuit by the misdating of both the
Chaldean and Hermetic texts discussed earlier. This misdating was the missing key
needed to show the lock-step progression of philosophy and Christianity towards
salvation. Ficino, as a true son of the Italian Renaissance, was uniquely positioned to
inherit the mantle of the leading Platonist of his day.
Ficino’s path to Platonism was in part due to the very events that instigated the
Italian Renaissance in general. With the fall of Constantinople, Greek scholars of the near
east fled into Italy, bringing not only the Greek language that was mostly absent in
fifteenth century Italy, but also numerous texts that had become lost to western Europe
since the fall of Rome. Among these texts were many dialogues of Plato not seen in
Europe for a thousand years, as well as both Hermetic and Chaldean texts. These texts
ended up in the hands of Cosimo de Medici, who called upon Ficino to translate. Ficino
was the son of a physician and made his way into the court of the Medicis when his father
became personal physician to the Medici family. This association with the Medicis was
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instrumental in Ficino’s path, as his access to “lost” texts was unrivaled. His excitement
in the discovery and translation of these texts was shared by Cosimo de Medici, who
commissioned Ficino to translate these texts as they became available. 103
Ficino’s path to Platonism was a combination of his positive reaction to Plato and
his negative reaction to the scholastic Aristotelianism of his time (Hankins 272).
According to Ficino, scholasticism failed in both the methodology of teaching and in
providing an adequate moral basis for living. The Aristotelian method of teaching was
dogmatic, a sterile handing down of factual information, whereas Ficino preferred an
intuitive approach to learning. 104 The Aristotelian approach to the soul was where Ficino
disagreed most strongly with his contemporary scholastics. Ficino accused Aristotelians
of being “Wholly destructive of religion, especially as they seem to deny that there is any
divine providence over man.” 105 Ficino was a unique example of a devoutly religious
man who sought to use philosophy and astrology to strengthen, not displace, his
Christianity. For Ficino, the path to Christian salvation necessitated the study and
understanding of philosophy, as philosophy provided the tools to understand the nature of
the world in both its divine and natural spheres. Plato established the two philosophical

Ficino was greatly honored by the commissions of Cosimo, as the Plato translation commission came
with what Ficino called his “Academy,” which was a villa outside of Florence in Careggi. Ficino
considered his appointment an answer to a hymn to Orpheus. See his letter to Cosimo in Voss, Angela,
Marsilio Ficino, Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2006, 59.
103

104
As Hankins points out, Ficino believed in Plato’s admonitions against teaching dialectic to the young, as
they became more interested in winning debates of logic than actually understanding what they were
discussing. See 272-273.

Quoted in Hankins 272. See footnotes in Hankins for the multiple examples of this basic phrase
appearing in the works of Ficino.
105
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guide books for understanding both worlds, the Parmenides for the divine realm and the
Timaeus for the natural realm. 106
Ficino recognized that Plato said very little directly concerning Christian thought,
but what he did say was of great importance. He comments in Platonic Theology that “He
[Plato] affirms a few truths: that God cares for human affairs, and that he rewards and
punishes the immortal soul for its works. But he maintains nothing else” (Ficino Platonic
Theology Vol6, 53). In this fashion, Ficino has made Plato the equivalent of an old
testament prophet, signaling the arrival of the messiah. Ficino himself often quotes
Numenius’s statement that “Plato was nothing other than Moses speaking Attic
Greek.” 107 In the introduction to his Platonic Theology Ficino makes an important
assertion that the examination of causes leads to the cause of all causes (God), and this
examination is the philosophical purification of the human soul. 108 Those who carefully
read Plato, according to Ficino, will see two concepts worthy of contemplation, “The
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See All Things Natural 3

This can be found in Ficino, Marsilio, Platonic Theology, Trans Michael J.B. Allen, Cambridge:
Harvard UP, 2001, 17.4.6 as well as letters to Giovanni Niccolini and Braccio Martelli in Ficino, Marsilio,
Letters, Vol. 9, London: Shepheard-Walwyn, 2002.
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An obvious question arises from reading Ficino’s interpretation of the Platonic corpus: how can Plato be
read and interpreted in such a Christian framework? Hankins describes Ficino’s personality as that of “The
ecstatic, the prophet, the seer with a vision” (278). It seems clear that Ficino felt there was a hidden world,
full of symbols and subtle clues that were vital for Christian philosopher to understand. Those reading Plato
for the right reasons would pick up these clues and understand them for what they really were. More
specifically, Ficino can see no other description for the platonic concepts of the One and the Good than the
Christian God. And, since the One and the Good are proxies for God, and all things flow from the Good,
born of the indivisible One, so it is with God. It also helps explain Ficino’s embracing of magic and
astrology in a way that was complementary to his religious beliefs. More on that below. For more on the
indivisible nature of God, see Platonic Theology 2.11
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worship of God with piety and understanding, and the divinity of souls.” 109 In his

50

architecture of the universe, mankind has an Orphic makeup, with a terrestrial body and a
divine soul that descends through the heavens to take residence in a body. The ultimate
aim to reunite the soul with the heavens is the purpose of life, and Plato provides the
wings for the soul to fly heavenward.
The theurgic practices found in Iamblichus, the Chaldean Oracles and the Corpus
Hermeticum combined with astrology and prophecy are key elements of Ficino’s
Platonism. What would normally be quite pagan undertakings are used by Ficino as tools
for elucidating religious truth. 110 In Ficino’s mind, these were simply tools that in no way
supplanted religious truth but helped explain them. There are constant astrological
references throughout Ficino’s works, and many of his letters take on an air of
astrological prophecy. In a letter to Lorenzo de Medici, Ficino describes the path of the
soul as it descends through the heavens to be united with a terrestrial body. According to
Ficino, since the soul requires generation, it should pass through the realm of the moon,
and specifically the constellation of Cancer, since they are both associated with
generation. Likewise, the entryway for the divine into the sub-lunar realm is at the
opposite aspect of Cancer, Capricorn. 111 Ficino was quite open in use of astrology, and
there is even an extant letter to his friend Barbaro, the Reverend Father and Patriarch of
Aquileia, congratulating him on his new appointment and describing the astrological
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Proem to Platonic Theology.

These beliefs were problematic for Ficino. His troubles ranged from admonitions from his mentors and
contemporaries to a very close call with the inquisition. See Hankins 259-262.
110
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See Ficino Letters 39-40.

auspices that lead to it. In it Ficino says, “And so, as soon as Jupiter, the author…of
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universal religion and indeed of your religion, had looked back to see his Gemini, from
where we once sent down Mercury from on high, he declared you to be a sacred High
Priest” (Ficino Letters 48). This melding of pagan and Christian ideas was not only
acceptable for Ficino, it was in truth a more complete view of the universe at large.
Ficino clearly saw himself as a prophet, a modern Plato, sent to enlighten his fellow man
on the higher orders of religion. 112 For, while a religious man, Ficino was clearly
anticlerical, even after being ordained. 113 Ficino saw that the pursuit of religious
understanding required more than the dogmatic doctrines of the church. To Ficino, Plato
provided the means of purification of the soul, theurgy and magic provided the
implements needed to communicate with God, and the means to unlock the hidden
mysteries were found in poetry. 114
There is, perhaps, no better example of the cumulative syncretic approach to
Renaissance Platonism than Ficino’s Book of the Sun. Written as a light-hearted allegory,
a “mystical exercise of the wits” (Voss 190), for Piero de Medici, it attempts to distill the
whole of Platonic thought into an allegory of the sun and the planets. It contains all the
elements of Ficino’s Platonism distilled into a few short pages: astrology, magic, classical
symbolism, hidden meaning, and Platonic Christianity. The opening lines give an
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See the Proem of Platonic Theology
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See Hankins, Part IV on the complex religiosity of Ficino.
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See Voss, Introduction on the importance of poetry.

indication of the tenor and material of the book: “O magnanimous Piero, it is truly a
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divine Pythagorean precept that mysteries and things divine are not fit to be spoken about
without light” (Voss 190). 115 In this book can be seen the level of importance ascribed to
the sun. In a way that goes beyond a simple association of the sun with God, the sun also
provides the light necessary to see the truth. Since the sun is both light-giver and God, the
light it provides is a divine illumination, both of the physical world and of the truth
sought with the mind. Ficino describes light, with a nod to Iamblichus, “As a certain
active vitality and clear image of divine intelligence. So too, perhaps, is light itself the
vision of the heavenly soul” (Voss 191). Since all Good flows from God, then the light
that flows from the sun must also represent the Good. The sun also functions
astrologically, by illuminating constellations, affecting the behavior of the planets and by
its position, influencing personality at birth. The associations with the ancients are clearly
made by Ficino, especially the linkage of Apollo with the sun. Ficino quotes Orpheus
from the Hymns where he describes Apollo as the “vivifying eye of heaven,” and the sun
as the “eternal eye seeing all things.” 116,117 This symbolic link between Orpheus, Apollo,
the sun and the Christian God is a theme that is present in Raphael’s Stanze, and, as will
be discussed below, ties the iconography of the room together.
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It should be noted that Ficino very much conflated Pythagoras and Plato. In his commentary on the
Timaeus, he states that, “In both dialogues [Parmenides and Timaeus] he is principally a Pythagorean” (All
Things Natural 3).
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All quoted from Voss 197

Although not explicitly stated, it is possible that this association of Apollo, the eye, and the sun is what
gives poetry its position as mediator of truth. The gifts of Apollo can be used to light the mysteries, so to
speak.
117
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Ficino’s greatest work, the Platonic Theology, is his defense of the immortality of
the soul. In it, Ficino continues a Neoplatonic tradition of establishing the hierarchy of
the universe in multiple levels from God to earthly matter. For Ficino, God is the apex of
being, followed by the angels, or the angelic mind, which houses the eternal forms. The
soul occupies the midpoint of existence, followed by the World Soul of the Timaeus, and
the corporeal world sits at the lowest point of being. God, in this hierarchy, functions
similarly to the One or Monad of Parmenides, Pythagoras, and the Neoplatonists. God’s
goodness is its own ultimate end, as there can be no goodness above God: “He [God]
wills Himself as His own end and as the end of everything else” (Ficino Platonic
Theology Vol I, 179). 118 The position of the soul in the middle of the hierarchy is of
paramount importance. By placing it there, Ficino draws on both the divine influence
above it and earthly influence below it to illustrate its dual nature. By occupying the
central position, the soul binds the universe together, able to move into bodies below and
suffuse them with essences of the divine above. Ficino makes clear that the soul is
indivisible, so that even when the soul descends to inhabit an earthly body, it remains
whole and does not disperse within the body. Likewise, when a soul returns to the divine,
it remains whole and indivisible. 119

The question of the Platonic nature of the One comes chiefly from the Parmenides and has been a
subject of philosophic conjecture for two thousand years. In the works of the Neoplatonists and many who
followed, including Ficino, the first hypothesis presented in the Parmenides that the One is a wholly
separate entity that is beyond “being” is taken as Plato’s true meaning. As will be discussed below, this was
not Pico’s opinion, allowing him to reconcile Plato and Aristotle. For more on the debate surrounding the
Neoplatonist view of the Parmenides, see the introduction in Mirandola.
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Ficino’s description of the soul appears throughout the work, but its position in the cosmos is covered in
Book III of the Platonic Theology, especially in chapter 2.
119

Ficino’s motive for establishing this hierarchy is one of the most important
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aspects of the Platonic Theology. Ficino maintains that were the soul not immortal there
simply could be no afterlife for the soul. A world without an afterlife would, for Ficino,
make man the most miserable creature in the world. Since, according to Ficino, the body
is weak like any other animal, but the mind is restless like no other animal, man has the
most difficult life of any animal on earth. Since God is pure goodness, and man is closer
to God than any other animal, then it follows that there is a goodness in the mortal life.
That goodness is the lifetime spent discovering the means of achieving an afterlife spent
nearer to God. 120 Ficino says, “It seems therefore to follow of necessity that once our
souls leave this prison, some other light awaits them…I pray that…uplifted on Platonic
wings and with God as our guide, we may fly…to our ethereal abode” (Platonic
Theology Vol I, 15). By establishing the position of the soul in the center of the universe
and the necessity of an afterlife in his Platonic Theology, Ficino is laying the groundwork
for reconciling the great pagan thinkers with Christianity.
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494 CE) was the Roman equivalent of
Ficino in his attempt to syncretize ancient philosophy and Christianity. While not nearly
as well-versed in Greek 121 as Ficino, he nevertheless knew and studied the ancients and,
like Ficino, sought a cohesive philosophy derived from both ancient philosophy and
modern Christianity. Mirandola also spent considerable time on resolving the differences
120

See Book I of the Platonic Theology

Pico’s personal library contained predominantly Latin works with very little in Greek. See the
Introduction to On the Dignity of Man for more about his library.
121

between Plato and Aristotle in an attempt to show that the ancient philosophers were
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simply pre-Christian prophets united in their message. 122 Like Ficino, Mirandola
interpreted the recently rediscovered Hermetic and Chaldean texts to be fundamental in
understanding the unbroken line of wisdom that originated with the ancients and
culminated in Christianity. Mirandola understood these texts in a similar fashion as
Ficino, as fundamental wisdom disguised in metaphorical and mysterious language that
needed to be solved to be understood. 123
Where Mirandola and Ficino differed was in their interpretations of man’s place
in nature and the relationship between “Being” and the “One” as they relate to the
conflict between Aristotle and Plato. As discussed above, although Ficino places the Soul
in the middle of the hierarchy of the heavens, the body exists at the lowest order. For
Mirandola, man exists in the middle realm, halfway between the intelligible world of God
and the base sublunary world of materials. Man contains elements of both, just as in
Ficino’s scheme, but unlike Ficino, Mirandola assigns a freedom to man to decide which
pursuits, elevated or lowly, he will pursue. For Ficino, the soul always seeks to elevate,
while the body always attempts to fall to the lowest order, but Mirandola does away with

122
By way of example of this fusion of ancient and Christian, Ficino, in the second Proem to his Heptaplus
begins by describing the three levels of existence as posited by the ancients, the highest called the
“supermundane,” equivalent to the intelligible realm, then the celestial world and finally the sublunary
world of man. These are presented as essentially philosophical concepts described in Platonic language, but
Mirandola then claims that the symbolic representation of these realms can be seen in the three-part
construction of Moses’s tabernacle. See Mirandola 75-78.
123
Pico expressly defends secret teachings and mysterious doctrine in his On the Dignity of Man, where he
lists examples of secret teachings, from Aristotle and Plato to biblical examples. See 30.
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this conflict and treats man as a holistic entity. This is the subject matter for Mirandola’s
famous On the Dignity of Man, where he describes the middle position occupied by man:
I [God] have placed thee at the center of the world, that from there thou mayest
more conveniently look around and see whatsoever is in the world. Neither
heavenly nor earthly, neither mortal nor immortal have We made thee. Thou, like
a judge appointed for being honorable, art the molder and maker of thyself; thou
mayest sculpt thyself into whatever shape thou dost prefer. Thou canst grow
downward into the lower natures which are brutes. Thou canst again grow upward
from thy soul’s reason into the highest natures which are divine. (5)
Mirandola claims that the ability to choose which direction one directs his energies is
what makes man happy and worthy of marvel. 124
Mirandola also differed from Ficino in his belief in the compatibility of Aristotle
and Plato. The core disagreement between the two concerned the nature and construction
of the Forms and the implication their nature has on Unity and Plurality. Plato, in his
dialogue Parmenides, has Socrates describe the Forms as ideas that exist outside of
reality, above the physical world and unchanging. 125 This comprises the definition of
Being: a changeless entity that is described completely by itself without need for any
external definition. The Forms, therefore, are self-referential and have no dependence on
those things that are Becoming in nature such as the physical world. The Forms, if selfdefined and self-referential, cannot be part of the Many, they can only be One. However,
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See On the Dignity of Man 3.
See Parmenides.

there is a fundamental contradiction here that has plagued Platonic scholarship to this
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day. If a fundamental idea is not part of the Many, how can its aspects be shared among
the Many? For example, if Justice is a singular Form that is One, and there are multiple
people who are themselves Just, then Justice is also involved in the Many. This also
undercuts Being as an unchanging entity, for if Justice is defined by the One and Being,
yet takes part in the Many and the Becoming, it can no longer be self-contained. 126,127
This is, in part, what Aristotle objected to in the concept of the Forms. In both his
Categories and Metaphysics, Aristotle makes the assertion that the Forms cannot exist
independently of those substances that they inhabit. If Plato’s idea is that an object is
merely a reflection of an independent Form, then Aristotle’s is that the Form only has
meaning by being part of a substance. Mirandola’s On Being and the One, an excerpt
from a longer, unfinished text on the subject, deals with this problem directly. In it,
Mirandola posits that the entire Parmenides dialogue was never meant to be taken as a
positive statement of metaphysics by Plato. As Mirandola says, “Nothing in the whole
dialogue is positively asserted. That book is certainly not to be included among his
doctrinal works, since it is nothing but a dialectical exercise” (39). In Mirandola’s mind,
the Parmenides is nothing but an exercise of “if this, then that” premises that in no way
describe Plato’s actual opinion on the subject. When this obstacle is removed, the
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Plato’s Parmenides attempts to work out the implications of these contradictions. See Walker, Merle G,
“The One and Many in Plato’s Parmenides,” The Philisophical Review 47.5, (1938): 488-516.

A progressive trend among Neoplatonists was to conflate the One with the Good and, ultimately by
Ficino, with God. See Walker 488.
127
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uninterrupted path through the ancients is resumed, and the philosophies of both Aristotle
and Plato are absorbed into the canon of pre-Christian prophets. 128
It is interesting to note that in many ways Mirandola opposed the basic tenets of
the Renaissance humanism that was flourishing all around him in Rome. Humanism in
Rome at the time was fixated on the use of classical Latin as the method for the highest
expression, partly due to the reverence for Cicero that blossomed during the late 15th
century. Mirandola drew a severe distinction between the eloquence of the Roman
humanists and the wisdom of philosophy. To Mirandola, philosophy had no “official
language,” it was just as valid in scholastic Parisian Latin as it was in classical Roman
Latin. The problem, according to Mirandola, was the incorrect focus on language above
truth. Beautiful truths don’t need beautiful words to convey their truth, whereas beautiful
words betray truth by their very fashion. 129
Mirandola clashed with the church as well, despite his religiosity. At issue was
Mirandola’s proposed 900 Theses, with his On the Dignity of Man intended as proem to
be read publicly prior to a disputation of the Theses. On the Dignity of Man is filled with
Pico’s metaphysical ideas of the relative place of mankind in the cosmos. It deftly weaves
together biblical scripture and prophets with Platonic and Pythagorean ideas and imagery,
often combining both in the same sentence: “Accordingly, now that all things had been
completed, as Moses and Timaeus testify, He [God] lastly considered creating man”
128

Walker deals with this type of mystical hand-waving directly in his essay.

Mirandola laid these ideas out in a 1485 letter to the Venetian humanist Ermolao Barbaro. See
D’Amico, John F, Renaissance Humanism in Papal Rome, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1983, 149-150
and On the Dignity of Man xiii.
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(Pico 4). This proposed disputation never occurred, as the church found thirteen of the
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900 theses heretical and Pope Innocent VIII suspended the oration. 130 Mirandola himself
was arrested but released, and subsequently retired to the hills outside of Florence, to a
villa provided by his fellow Platonist, Marsilio Ficino. He would later be pardoned by
Pope Alexander VI.

It is interesting to note that the 13 theses that were condemned were related to theologically Scholastic
concepts. As D’Amico explains, “The men who condemned Pico were Scholastic Theologians and they
censured him on specifically Scholastic questions” (165). It was the conservative Scholastics that had the
fiercest opposition to Pico’s attempts at syncretize Plato and Aristotle. Mirandola’s theses, even though
never publicly debated as he intended had far-reaching consequences, as they were still being debated
among intellectuals during the time of Julius’s papacy decades later. For example, Paolo Cortesi’s Liber,
dedicated to Julius after his ascendency to the papacy, spends considerable time defending three of Pico’s
condemned theses.
130
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PLATO IN PLASTER: THE STANZA
DELLA SEGNATURA
Raffaello Sanzio da Urbino, known as Raphael, was born in 1483 in the town of
Urbino. The son of the court painter for the Duke of Urbino, Raphael was likely at work
in his father’s studio before he was even ten years of age. 131 His precocious talent and
connections through his father’s studio established his career at an extremely early age, as
he took over his father’s business at 12 and accepted his first known altarpiece contract at
the age of 17 (Forcellino ch. 1). Raphael may have apprenticed with Perugino as a teen
and eventually studied in or around Florence from approximately 1504 to 1508. 132
Raphael’s time in Florence would have brought him into contact with both Leonardo da
Vinci and Michelangelo, and evidence suggests that the works of both affected Raphael
greatly. 133
In 1508 Raphael received the commission that would cement his reputation as one
of the greatest western artists in history, the frescoes in the Vatican apartments of Pope
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See Forcellino, Antonio, Raphael: A Passionate Life, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015, Chapter 1.

Sources for his apprenticeship with Perugino are scarce, including the always dubious Vasari. Forcellino
altogether dismisses the idea based on the technical proficiency that Raphael displayed in the commission
that his initial altarpiece for the Citta di Castello landed him. The commission was for a processional
banner. Forcellino asserts that the shapes, colors and realism Raphael demonstrates, “Definitively quash the
Vasarian legend of Raphael’s apprenticeship under Perugino” (41).
132
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Raphael was clearly taken with Leonardo’s use of dark chalk to create shadow and dimension.
Leonardo’s Benois Madonna with its use of chalked shadows is an obvious inspiration for Raphael’s
Madonna of the Pinks both in spatial arrangement and use of chalk. Likewise, Raphael was deeply affected
by Michaelangelo, especially his tondo of the holy family. See Forcellino chapter 3.
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Julius II. The commission for the papal apartments became a reality for the young painter
through both political and artistic means. The Pope’s nephew, Francesco Maria della
Rovere, became Duke of Urbino and Raphael appealed directly to him for support. In
addition, through the Pope’s military campaigns through central Tuscany, he came into
contact directly with Raphael’s past works and was impressed (Forcellino 83-84).
The commission called for the decoration of a series of rooms that would
comprise the new papal apartments of Julius II. 134 When Raphael arrived in 1508, work
had already begun on both the rooms and the Sistine Chapel next door. The list of
Renaissance artists already in attendance was impressive, representing the best of Italian
painting at the time. In addition to Michelangelo, Julius employed such masters as
Perugino, Luca Signorelli, Lorenzo Lotto and Giovanni Bazzi, known by the unfortunate
nickname Il Sodoma (Forcellino 117). Bazzi had begun work on the ceiling of the Stanza
prior to Raphael’s arrival, but this was to be the only part of the stanza not painted
exclusively by Raphael. 135 In all, it would take Raphael and his assistants from 1508 to
1511 to complete the stanza.
The layout of the room consists of four frescos, one on each wall, with the
Disputa and the School of Athens on opposite walls, with the smaller Parnassus and

The apartments were new in the sense that it was an unutilized port of the Vatican above the apartments
of Julius’s predecessor, Alexander IV. Julius’s disdain for the prior tenant was such that he refused to use
the same quarters.
134

Once Julius saw the first fresco, the Disputa, he cut the remaining painters and gave Raphael the entire
commission. See Forcellino 123.
135
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Jurisprudence on the flanking walls. 136 On the ceiling there are four panels above each of
the wall frescos as well as rectangular scenes between each panel. The floor consists of a
mosaic of geometrical patterns that may have Kabalistic iconography (Joost-Gaugier ch.
10). The thematic narrative is best understood through the links between not only the
frescos on the walls but also between the walls and the ceiling. As stated earlier in the
discussion, much of the scholarship on the frescoes in the room has been centered around
identifying the various figures Raphael included. For the purposes of this discussion, only
the figures that can be positively identified will be discussed, as the identification of
every last figure isn’t necessary to understand the Platonic theme of the room.
The very notion of obvious pagan iconography existing within the walls of the
Vatican illustrates how prominent Roman humanism had become, even within the papal
curia. It is difficult to envision any age in the prior history of the Catholic church where
this would have been possible. The influx of humanist thought into the papacy began in
earnest with Pope Nicholas V’s tenure (1447-1455 CE). Nicholas was a classical scholar
and connected to the Florentine humanists prior to his papacy, and he employed
humanists and translators in his Curia (D’Amico ch. 1). The reasons for this acceptance
of humanist thought in the church are complex, but one explanation is that the church was
also looking backwards to the Roman empire as a means of legitimacy. As Forcellino
says in his biography of Raphael, “The church, which, at the time, was seeking a new
legitimacy—one that incorporated the highlights of pagan knowledge, synthesized so as

It should be noted that these names are not the original names of the pieces but attributions that were to
come much later.
136
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to give a premonition of Christian doctrine. Rather than just evoking antiquity, the court
of Julius II revived it” (127). This connection helped the church establish not only
religious legitimacy but, in linking themselves to ancient Rome, a claim of political rule
could be established as well. Julius II was savvy enough to understand the political gains
that could be made through embracing the arts. As D’Amico says, “Julius had been a
careful student during his years of apprenticeship under [Pope] Sixtus, and he seems to
have known the political value of cultural patronage” (11). How much of the specific
iconography of the frescoes was directed by Julius himself is still being debated, but it is
conceivable that he played at least a minor role. 137 What is clear is that Julius understood
the benefits of patronizing the artists and humanists in Rome for his own gains, clearly
demonstrated by the amount and prestige of the artists he employed.
The School of Athens
The School of Athens covers the east wall of the room and is quite likely the best
known of the room’s frescoes. The fresco provides a view on a fictitious symposium of
philosophical luminaries from the ancient Greek world (see Fig.1).
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For more on the continuing debate, see Taylor.
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Fig. 1. Sanzio, Raphael. School of Athens. 1509–1511CE, Vatican.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4406048
Set at the entrance to an open-air loggia, various groups of philosophers are engaged in
discussion and instruction. Striding in through the middle of the group are Plato and
Aristotle, easily recognized by the works they carry, with Plato holding the Timaeus and
Aristotle carrying his Ethics (see Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. Sanzio, Raphael. School of Athens, detail. 1509–1511 CE. Photo by the author.
It is commonly believed that the philosophers are also divided according to their leanings,
with Platonists to Plato’s right and Aristotelians to Aristotle’s left. 138 Pythagoras can be
plainly identified in the lower left portion of the fresco, he kneels writing with a tablet at
his feet displaying harmonic relationships and the diagram of a tetrakys. To the far right,
set in a similar grouping as Pythagoras is Euclid, who is scribing a geometric proof on a
tablet for a rapt audience.
The entire fresco is highly energetic, these are not philosophers confined to a
moldy library. On the contrary, Raphael has painted a visual example of rhetoric and
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See Joost-Gaugier chapter 7

dialectic in action. This is active philosophy, the shared pursuit of knowledge in which
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masters, students and contemporaries elevate themselves and those around them through
discussion and inquiry. Iamblichus’s use of theurgy is called to mind in this scene, as it
can be read to depict an active practice of the rituals and mysteries needed to understand
and commune with the divine. There is an interesting semiotic tool at play here as well,
as the viewer is invited into the discussion via their placement in front of the fresco.
Standing in center of the room facing the School of Athens the viewer becomes the apex
of a triangle that is completed within the scene. The back row of philosophers draws the
base of the triangle, and Pythagoras’s and Euclid’s groups in the lower corners form the
sides, culminating in the viewer. This subtle architecture further emphasizes the
participatory nature of philosophy as a foundational aspect of Renaissance Platonism.
The equilateral triangle formed is also reminiscent of Pythagoras’s tetrakys, the visual
depiction of the perfect number ten as an equilateral triangle, as well as one of Plato’s
perfect solids representing fire, as laid out in the Timaeus. 139 The number three in this
context is also highly suggestive of not only the holy Trinity, but also the tripartite
division of the human soul from Plato and the three levels of existence of Mirandola’s
metaphysics discussed earlier.
The placement of Plato and Aristotle is crucial to understanding the fresco as a
whole. Although luminaries of philosophy litter the scene, the focus is clearly on the two

Aside from this virtual tetrahedron, other Platonic solids are located in the scene according to their
definition in the Timaeus, from the cube motif of the floor representing the earth to octagonal forms found
on the ceiling representing air.
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most important philosophers in history. Their placement relative to each other is also
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significant, as Raphael has not accorded either a prominence relative to the other. They
stand shoulder to shoulder, occupying the same horizontal space. The allusion to Pico’s
view of Plato and Aristotle as fundamentally compatible is unavoidable. These are not
adversaries with mutually exclusive modes of thinking, they face each other on level
ground locked in discussion. 140 Their gestures are a fundamental distillation of their
philosophies as well, with Plato pointing to the sky with one finger as Aristotle gestures
outward and down. 141 The first-level meaning here is obvious, with Plato’s gesture
combined with the Timaeus he holds directing attention towards the celestial realms, the
path of the soul and the cosmos of the forms. Aristotle directs the view to the earthly
realm, suggested by his Ethics. Plato’s single finger reveals a deeper meaning, one that
beckons the viewer to follow his gesture upwards. This is a single finger that represents
the One, the Christ as Apollonian Sun God described by Ficino. Should the viewer lift
their gaze, the blue sky is revealed at the top of the fresco. As if in answer, one of the
statues carved into a niche above and to the left of Plato directs the viewer’s attention
directly back to Plato. To contemplate the heavens one must take their cue from Plato,
and in taking a cue from Plato, one’s attention is focused on the heavens. Aristotle’s
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Raphael has taken this a step further, as a survey of the philosophers arranged to either side of the
painting are roughly equal, if there were any remaining doubt as to their equality. As Joost-Gaugier states:
“These characteristics are unique in painted representations of the two, for in the past Plato and Aristotle
had been represented separately” (87).

The importance of gesture in Raphael, as with many Renaissance painters, is hard to overstate. Gesture
provides a direction to the action but also allows the artist to direct one’s attention to important figures or
aspects. Gestures seems particularly important to Raphael, and he uses them to create deeper meanings to
figures and associations within scenes.
141
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gesture has a wider meaning as well. If his gesture were the mirror of Plato’s he would be
pointing downwards with a single finger. However, his gesture is much more
encompassing, utilizing a palm-down, fingers splayed gesture of totality. Aristotle not
only denotes earthly and human pursuits of ethics, politics and natural science, but also
the totality of philosophy as represented by the host of philosophers throughout the scene
below him. It is also unlikely a coincidence that his gesture draws the viewer’s eye across
the room, where Aristotle’s hand is on the same level as the Eucharist in the center of the
Disputa. This interaction between the two central figures recalls the earlier discussion on
the importance of natural science mentioned by Socrates in the Republic and the use of
that science to describe the origin of the cosmos in the Timaeus, as well as the dual nature
of the human soul that may have originated in the Orphic cults described as part earthly
Titan and part divine. It is important to remember that the science that was such an
important component of Aristotle’s philosophy had been exploited by the church as a
means of giving intellectual rigor to Christianity. Scholasticism was integral to the
Renaissance church, something that humanists like Mirandola were attempting to
combine with Platonic thought for an even clearer explanation of the heavens.
The statuary in the School of Athens also serves a dual role. The choice of the
Greek gods depicted serves to strengthen the equality of Plato and Aristotle, with Athena
ruling over Aristotle’s half of the scene and Apollo serving the same purpose for Plato’s
side. While Athena stares down at the scene in play, Apollo affects a disinterested pose,
gazing out of the scene. This seems incongruous until Apollo’s gaze is followed, leading
the viewer to the figure of another Apollo at the middle of the Parnassus fresco on the

adjacent wall. This Apollo is gazing heavenward, closing the circle between Plato,
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Apollo and the heavenly realm. This visual device of drawing the frescoes together can
be found throughout the room, linking the frescoes to each other and the celestial scene
above. The message of the School of Athens is one of openness and inclusion, using
philosophy as necessary means of salvation through contemplation of the Divine.
The Disputa
Raphael’s Disputa presaged the dramatic and revolutionary staging of the School
of Athens on the opposite wall in a slightly more traditional layout. As was common in
many altarpieces from Middle Ages on, God and his retinue is depicted separated from
the earthly realms by clouds, bathed in a sea of gold. Unlike previous depictions
however, Raphael has created a third level seated midway between the earth and heaven.
Seated atop a floating bank of clouds resides Jesus, Mary, John the Baptist, and other
luminaries from both Old and New Testament, including Adam, David, Moses, and saints
Peter and Paul on the opposite ends of the semicircle. Raphael’s particular genius is on
display here as well, as each individual figure in the fresco has a unique visage and pose.
Even the angels in the highest level of the paintings show individuality. The drama and
energy present in the School of Athens is present here as well, with the fresco seeming to
capture a snapshot in an intense theological debate. The lower level of the fresco has a
similar layout to the School of Athens in that it is comprised of a large group of figures,
this time theologians instead of philosophers, engaged in lively discussion. Similar to the
School of Athens, there are figures that are called out directly, either through their written

works or through their names appearing in their halos. These include Augustine,
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Ambrose, Pope Gregory I, Jerome, Bonaventure, and Thomas Aquinas (see Fig. 3).

Fig. 3. Sanzio, Raphael. The Disputa. 1509–1510 CE
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:A_disputa_do_Sacramento.jpg
In attendance on the right side of the fresco is Dante, depicted with the poet’s laurel
wreath and distinguished by his hawkish nose, jutting chin and permanent scowl. 142
The overall theme of the Disputa is somewhat controversial, despite what may
seem an obvious primary theme. That the fresco depicts some concept of theology is

Dante appears again in the Parnassus fresco, and his importance to the theme will be discussed in detail
in the discussion on the fresco below.
142
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clear, but the subtext of the painting may not be so clear. The name Disputa was coined
by Vasari and, like many things originating from Vasari, it should be taken with a
measure of salt. Unlike the School of Athens, Vasari seemed to struggle with the
identification of both individual figures and the overall theme. However, the name has
stuck with the fresco and there has been general agreement that the theme is a disputation
on the concept of transubstantiation. 143 This makes general sense, the Eucharist is the
symbol of the concept of the conversion of bread and wine into the flesh and blood of
Christ. Several of the figures in the lower realm of the painting gesture quite forcefully
towards the Eucharist and given its central location in the lower realm it is an obvious
focal point. In the middle realm of Jesus’s retinue several of the figures appear to be
watching the discussion quite intently as well, making it clear that the three levels of the
fresco are not operating independently of each other. Transubstantiation also figured
prominently in the theological discussions of the early sixteenth century and would
increase even more during the Protestant Reformation, which is customarily agreed to
have begun in earnest with Martin Luther’s Ninety-five theses in 1517, 144 less than ten

143

See Joost-Gaugier chapter 6

Luther’s particular theology looked to recontextualize the idea of transubstantiation. For Luther, the
reformations that were needed in the church hinged on the removal of “right deeds” as pathways to
salvation in the absence of adherence to the Word. Mankind need only follow the word of God as expressed
in the bible, living a life of devotion to Christ. A life lived well but not in service of God could not pave the
way to heaven, and therefore it was impossible to “buy” one’s way to the right hand of God through
material means. As Davis says in his essay on Luther’s Eucharistic sermons, “The words spoken by Christ
on this occasion [the Last Supper] constituted the sacrament, and the bread and wine, his body and blood,
were instituted by these words as ‘a token and seal that his words are true’.” Davis, Thomas J, “The Truth
of the Divine Words: Luther’s Sermons on the Eucharist, 1521-28, and the Structure of Eucharistic
Meaning,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 30.2 (1999): 327. In other words, for Luther the sacrament of the
Eucharist contains the body and blood because of the word of God as spoken to the apostles during the Last
Supper, not the philosophical defense of the mechanism for how it might be so. For more on Luther’s views
144
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years after the completion of the Disputa. The theme of the Eucharist would also denote a
very strong Scholastic, and therefore, Aristotelian subtext that links transubstantiation
with those figures present in the fresco. 145 To begin with, the very term Disputa was a
scholastic method for teaching using Aristotelian tools of logic and dialectic. 146 For
thirteenth century scholastics, the debate over the correct interpretation of the mechanics
of transubstantiation were very real and persisted through to the Renaissance, even
though the church codified the concept in the thirteenth century. 147 The Thomistic
defenses of transubstantiation were extremely popular through the Renaissance as they
drew on the established canon of Medieval Aristotelian methodologies and applied a
certain logic to the problem that many found satisfying. 148 Aristotle’s gesture towards the
Eucharist from the School of Athens is suggestive of this interpretation as well.

see Osborne, Thomas, “Faith, Philosophy, and the Nominalist Background to Luther’s Defense of the Real
Presence,” Journal of the History of Ideas 63.1 (2002): 63-82.
This line of inquiry is far too detailed to delve into in any real detail, but for an exhaustive discussion of
the use of Aristotle in the defense of transubstantiation, especially by Aquinas and Bonaventure, see Burr,
David, “Eucharistic Presence and Conversion in Late Thirteenth-Century Franciscan Thought,”
Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 74.3 (1984): 1-113. In his essay, Burr comments,
“However one may feel about the long-standing dispute over ‘Aristotelian’ and ‘Augustinian’ philosophy
in the thirteenth century, it is clear that Aristotelian philosophical terminology had become a standard tool
for theologians by the second half of the thirteenth century and that not only Aquinas but Bonaventure felt
obliged to come to terms with it” (3).
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A simplified explanation for the scholastic method would be to address a problem or question in a
dialectic fashion, asking questions to arrive at potential conclusions or answers and then eliminating
answers that violate the rules of basic logic. For more see Burr.
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The Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 officially accepted the term transubstantiation. See Burr.

The basic dilemma of transubstantiation is the common sense first question—how can the physical body
of Christ occupy untold Eucharists at the same time as residing in heaven? The Thomistic solution is based
on the Aristotelian concepts of “substance” and “accident,” with “substance” here referring to what a thing
actually is, its core nature, and “accident” referring to the attributes that inform and describe that thing but
are ephemeral. During transubstantiation, the bread and wine change their substance without swapping
accidents, so that the bread still looks, smells and feels like bread, but its substance is something wholly
different. Again, see Burr for a detailed explanation.
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There are, however, alternative theories concerning the overall theme of the
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Disputa. Joost-Gaugier has put forth a theory that the theme of the fresco is actually that
of the trinity. Her argument follows several lines of investigation, the first being the three
distinct levels to the painting, with an almost perfect vertical line that descends from
God’s blessing hand through Christ’s navel and into the dove representing the Holy
Spirit. Each of these levels clearly denotes the trinity, and the dove is painted to denote
definite movement downward into the earthly realm. It is possible that the debate that
occurs in the lower realm is centered on an amalgam of the Holy Spirit and the Eucharist,
or perhaps it concerns the act of the Holy Spirit descending into the Eucharist itself,
representing transubstantiation. It is difficult to reconcile the idea that the trinity is the
focus with the seemingly direct gestures of the theologians towards the altar containing
the host.
Joost-Gaugier’s second line of investigation, however, is much more interesting to
this essay’s line of inquiry into the theme of Renaissance Platonism in Raphael’s frescos.
In the lower left portion of the fresco stands a solitary figure, seemingly separate from the
action in the lower level and addressing an older man who looks from a book. The figure
appears to be a young man with pale complexion and long, loose blond curls. His posture
suggests he is in the act of turning, directing the attention of the old man next to him
towards the scene at the center of the fresco with a pointing finger. This figure has been
given several identities through the years, with one of the most popular being Maria della
Rovere, nephew to Julius II (Joost-Gaugier ch. 6). Other than pandering to Julius, it’s
difficult to see the relevance to the overall scheme that the younger Rovere would have.

He was neither a philosopher nor noted theologian and his role in the fresco is quite
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prominent. Joost-Gaugier has a much more interesting and ultimately satisfying theory as
to his identity, that of Pico della Mirandola (Joost-Gaugier ch. 6). Joost-Gaugier’s
defense of this identification is quite persuasive and logical. Physical descriptions from
his family and depictions from the time describe a man with similar features and hair
style, and Pico was at the height of his Roman notoriety following the publication of his
proposed oration 900 theses in 1486. From a Neoplatonist viewpoint this identification,
although largely unprovable, combined with a slight recontextualization of the
transubstantiation theme allows for an elegant and harmonious reading of the Disputa and
the School of Athens as a tightly bound combined narrative. This can be seen through a
brief re-examination of Mirandola.
As discussed earlier and well-stated by Joost-Gaugier, 149 Mirandola believed in a
three-level architecture of the world, with God as the giver of light on the top-most level,
the souls of mankind in the middle and the earthly realms at the bottom. This aligns with
the iconography of the Disputa, with God shown bathed in and, himself emanating,
golden light, the part divine, part human Jesus in the center, 150 and the earthly pursuits at
the bottom. Mirandola is ideally situated as a guide between the two frescos. As part
philosopher, part theologian and espousing a unified theory that both philosophy and
theology were necessary pursuits to understand God, Mirandola acts as the metaphorical

149

Chapter 6.

150
Itself recalling the dual nature of the human soul encountered at the outset of this essay in the discussion
concerning the Orphic cult’s origin story of Dionysus.
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Virgil, who guides the viewer from the realm of philosophy (as indicated by the book the
old man is studying) to the realm of active theology.
If one accepts the notion that this figure is Mirandola, it changes the overall theme
of the Disputa in a more programmatically satisfying way. The idea that the theme of the
fresco is the debate over transubstantiation is somewhat difficult to defend in the overall
concept of the room. It could be postulated that the fresco was meant to bolster the
legitimacy of transubstantiation and, therefore, the legitimacy of the Holy Roman church,
but this veers dangerously close to using a counterreformation viewpoint to justify an
idea that has yet to be fully assaulted by the Protestant Reformation. The focus on
transubstantiation may simply be a situation where the designer of the theme intended the
focus not to be the subject of the debate but rather the concept of theological debate itself.
Returning for a moment to the School of Athens, it’s possible to see parallels
between the frescos brought to light by this idea. Just as the point of the School of Athens
isn’t one particular philosophical problem but the active participation in philosophy as an
intellectual pursuit, the debate in the Disputa is about active theology. This is theology
defined by a Renaissance humanist, one that requires similar participation and intellectual
pursuit as philosophy. While the common assumption about the School of Athens is that it
functions primarily on a single plane, a closer inspection reveals a three-level structure
similar to, albeit more subtle than, the Disputa. The mass of philosophers are a direct
parallel to the theologians of the Disputa, both representing the earth-bound level of
existence. The middle ground, clearly defined by the semicircle around Jesus in the
Disputa, is defined in the School of Athens by the statuary that lines the hallway above
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the heads of the philosophers, disappearing into the background. Found in the statuary are
gestures and poses that mimic figures in the Disputa. Above the figure of Aristotle and
towards the back of the hall is a statue that projects into the scene with greater relief than
those around it. This stature gestures and gazes heavenwards in a pose that is almost
exactly copied by St. Ambrose, located just to the right of the Eucharist in the Disputa.
As the saints Peter and Paul define the edges of the semicircle of Jesus in the Disputa,
Apollo and Athena do the same to the circle of statuary in the School of Athens. This
second level of the School of Athens is the intermediary realm of metempsychosis, the
migration of the soul upwards as described in Plato’s Timaeus. The upper level is the
singularity of the dome, the One, indicated by the blue sky above.
Mirandola is the tie that binds these two frescoes together. Both multilayered in
accordance with the Timaeus and the philosophies of Ficino and Mirandola, and, just as
with Plato and Aristotle according to Mirandola, both equal and necessary as means to
the salvation of the soul. The viewer in the Stanza della Segnatura has their gaze directed
by Aristotle from the School of Athens towards the opposite wall, where the transference
is picked up by Mirandola and directed onwards to the action of the Disputa. In this
interpretation, the actions, themes and interactions between the frescos describe the
Renaissance Neoplatonism of Pico della Mirandola and are, in fact, mediated by his
likeness. 151

Because of his 900 Theses, Mirandola was extremely well-known by the cognoscenti and especially the
papacy. His ideas were controversial enough to warrant papal intervention and they were eventually
condemned. However, the ideas behind his Theses were hugely influential to Roman humanists. See the
Introduction of Mirandola for more historical context.
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Parnassus
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On the north wall of the stanza resides Raphael’s fresco dedicated to the arts of
poetry and music, governed by another representation of Apollo, the Parnassus. Alluding
to the famed summit populated by Apollo and his muses and adorned with laurel trees,
the fresco outlines a window set into the north wall (see Fig. 4). 152

Fig. 4. Sanzio, Raphael. Parnassus. 1509–1511 CE
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Raphael_-_The_Parnassus.jpg
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In another example of the cleverness and tightly conserved theme of the room, the view through the
window in the time of Julius II was of the hill of the Belvedere, which housed Julius’s statue of Apollo. See
Clay, Diskin, “Dante’s Parnassus: Raphael’s Parnaso,” Arion: A Journal of Humanities and the Classics
22.2 (2014): 3-32.
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Much like the Disputa, the Parnassus has an obvious theme and a series of
potentially subtle interpretations underneath. That the fresco depicts music and poetry is
obvious from figures of Apollo, the muses, Sappho, Homer and Dante. 153 However, in its
relationships with both the theme of the room and the other individual frescos, the
Parnassus exists as a bridge between Philosophy and Theology as well as a transitional
path from the pagan to the Christian, the former mediated by Apollo and the later by
Dante. As the metaphor for the path to Christianity is self-contained in the fresco, it will
be examined before the thematic connection to the room as a whole.
It is no insignificant matter that Dante Alighieri is depicted twice in the stanza, as
he is the only mortal to receive this honor. 154 In the overall theme of the room, Dante is
both Poet and Theologian, and this combination of labels would itself be evidence that
the Parnassus is thematically tied to the Disputa and the School of Athens. However,
Dante’s dual likenesses also indicates a Christian allegory embedded in the Parnassus,
something that is not necessarily apparent by the overwhelmingly pagan subject matter.
In the second book of Dante’s Commedia, the Purgatorio, Dante the pilgrim is guided up
the mountain of Parnassus by Virgil, towards the Edenic wood at its summit. At the

Of these, however, Sappho is the only one literally named. Homer and Dante’s identifications are
arrived at through convention in the way they are depicted.
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There is an argument that Julius’s nephew, Maria della Rovere, is depicted both in the Disputa and the
Parnassus, but even if true, these depictions would need to be of Maria both as a boy and a man and he is
not identified by any convenient method within the frescoes. Clay discusses this briefly.
154
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outset of this both literal and metaphorical climb, Dante exhorts Apollo to guide him in
his journey through poetic inspiration:
Good Apollo, make me the vessel
of your power, so fashioned for this last labor
as you demand for the grant of your beloved laurel. 155
This is a powerful and unquestionably pagan request of the pious Dante. For Dante, the
acquisition of the poet’s laurel is tantamount to reaching the Garden of Eden at the
summit of the mountain. This is a curious intermingling of pagan and Christian
iconography, and one that is evident in Neoplatonic imagery, especially that of Marsilio
Ficino and Mirandola. 156 Later in the invocation, Dante replaces the proper name of
Apollo with that of the more Christian “Father,” further intermingling the iconography.
Dante, of course, does reach the summit of Parnassus, both in the Commedia and as a
laurel-crowned poet in Raphael’s fresco. His presence there confirms his status as one of
the great poets in history, but his presence in the Disputa as well confirms his status as a
Christian poet, and as such, a poet that surpasses his predecessors. This is intimated by
Dante himself in the Commedia. His predecessors occupy both Purgatory and Hell, but
do not ascend to the higher realms of Paradise.
In the context of the Parnassus, the inclusion of Dante elevates the Apollonian
arts to something worthy of inclusion in a Christian setting. In Dante’s hierarchy, Apollo
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Quoted in Clay.

This iconography will be investigated further below in the section on the role of the Parnassus in the
overall theme of the room.
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sits at the apex of Purgatory, but ascends no higher. The highest level of Paradise is
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obviously occupied by God, the true Father. Apollo’s power is therefore limited, it can
take Dante no further than the apex of the earthly realm, unable to propel him into
Paradise. Likewise, Apollo’s visage in Raphael’s fresco is uncharacteristic of typical
depictions of Apollo. At the apex of the Parnassus, Apollo sits gazing heavenward, a
direction not often seen in painting or sculpture. 157 As in the Commedia, Apollo can
ascend no further and can but look to the realm of heaven and the Christian God.
Apollo’s gaze in the context of the fresco serves to show the importance, but ultimate
limit, of the arts in and of themselves as a path to God. Just as with the twin intellectual
pillars of philosophy and theology depicted on flanking walls, the arts cannot themselves
be a savior. That does not mean that they are not worthy of pursuit, as Dante clearly
demonstrates by placing Apollo at the convergence of the purgation of sin and ascent to
heaven. It is easy to see how the Parnassus can be read as not only a justification for the
humanist pursuits of music and poetry but as a literal bridge between philosophy and
theology as well, and, as will be discussed below, as a method of bringing together
philosophy and theology. The fresco’s position between the Parnassus and the School of
Athens is no mistake or coincidence, its location serves an important purpose in linking
the two in a platonic framework.
To fully contemplate the role the Parnassus plays in facilitating the interaction of
philosophy and theology, it is necessary to return to Mirandola and investigate further his

For the history of how Apollo is depicted and the rarity of the heavenward gaze see Freedman, Luba,
“Apollo’s Glance in Raphael’s Parnassus,” Source: Notes in the History of Art, vol. 16 no. 2, 1997, pp, 2025.
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attitudes towards the ancient mysteries, magic, and Jewish mysticism. Mirandola
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discusses at length these topics in the introduction to his 900 Theses, and it is important
to understand why such esoteric and even heretical ideas were discussed. As stated
earlier, Mirandola was compelled to syncretize the ideas of Plato and Aristotle in order to
present a united philosophy. In addition, Mirandola determined that all forms of
knowledge were worth investigating. He vows to examine all schools of thought and
sources of wisdom, ancient and current, to piece together a holistic view of philosophy.
As a result, esoteric ideas such as the Chaldean Oracles and the Hermetic writings are
not only worthy of study but offer relevant knowledge to the philosopher that is as
valuable as the ancient Greeks or the biblical prophets. The end goal for Mirandola is
always washing away the stain of ignorance, to be replaced by knowledge of the divine.
Any information, no matter how esoteric, that fulfills this goal is worthy if it eventually
leads to God. This extends as well to Jewish mysticism, the Cabala. The use of Hebraic
material in the Renaissance is documented and controversial, but its use was typically
reserved for exegesis. 158 For Mirandola, however, Hebraic study was important for its
mystical contributions. Mirandola openly discusses the benefits of mystery cults in the
introduction to his 900 Theses, the Oration on the Dignity of Man, declaring that the
purification process leading to initiation to the Greek mysteries purified the soul allowing
for direct contact with the divine. He states: “What else can this reception be but the

See Friedman for an expansion of this and the controversies surrounding Hebraic study in the
Renaissance.
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interpretation of more hidden nature by means of philosophy…[W]ho does not seek to be
initiated into such rites?” (Mirandola 13). In this way, Mirandola sees Cabala as a Jewish
mystery cult that links directly with the Christian god. 159 According to Mirandola, Moses
was the initiator of the mystery cult of Judaism, receiving a direct message from God
while on the mount that secretly explained the laws of God in a more realized form.
God’s instructions, however, were for it to remain unwritten and only revealed orally and
under promise of silence. This explanation clearly follows the tenets of the early Greek
cults and is indicative of Mirandola’s syncretic nature. In doing so, Mirandola has
supplanted the law and order nature of biblical study with a philosophy-based study of
the higher ideals of the mind of God only open to the true initiate. This reemergence of
the mystery cult was a clever tool used to legitimize not only philosophy, but even more
so the study of heretical texts, for they could be utilized by the seekers of divine wisdom
to come closer to God.
This same thinking also applies to the use of magic in the Renaissance. Mirandola
is careful to clearly delineate good from bad magic in the Oration on the Dignity of Man,
ascribing bad magic to those who would attempt to control demons, which he describes
as “execrable and monstrous” and good magic, defined to be “nothing else but the highest
realization of natural philosophy…the highest and most perfect wisdom” (Mirandola 26).
Mirandola uses Porphyry’s definition of magus as the Persian term for “worshipper of the
divine” to demonstrate that any serious philosopher is, by definition, a magus. Plato and

Mirandola states this directly, lest there be any indictments of heresy: “I come now to those matters
which I have drawn from the ancient mysteries of the Hebrews and here adduce in confirmation of the
inviolable Catholic faith” (13).
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Pythagoras “crossed the seas” to learn good magic, according to Mirandola. The power of
this magic is not the performing of miracles or the creation of substances ex nihilo, but as
a method of understanding the secrets contained in the mysteries. As a sort of Rosetta
stone that functions as a mediator between heaven and earth, magic allows the magus to
better contemplate the wisdom of God and appreciate the majesty of his creation. In this
context, magic serves as the dromena, the “things performed” aspect of the mystery cults
described earlier and is analogous to Iamblichus’s concept of theurgy, or divine magic.
Mirandola has created a framework in which the soul is prepared for its
unification with God through moral philosophy, described as a restraint of the passions,
and through dialectic, which readies the intellect. Once these philosophical and
theological goals are met, the soul is ready to be lifted to the heaven via the vehicle of the
arts. 160 The vessels of transmission in Mirandola’s case are Bacchus, the Muses and
Apollo. 161 According to Mirandola the Muses allow the initiate to “hear the heavenly
harmony” and Bacchus reveals, “[I]n our moments of philosophy, through his
mysteries…the invisible things of God” (14). Mirandola goes on to say that, “The sacred
names of Apollo, to anyone who penetrates their meanings and the mysteries they
conceal, clearly show that God is a philosopher no less than a seer” (14). The arts are

As Miller states in the introduction to Mirandola, “For once the inner meaning of Greek religion,
thought and poetry had been grasped, they were seen as a natural revelation of the mysteries of theology”
(x).
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Mirandola curiously intermingles Apollo and Bacchus here, seemingly confusing the two. See Guthrie
referenced earlier on this subject.
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more than just pursuits for humanists, they are the means by which the soul understands
and is reunited with the divine. 162
Raphael’s Parnassus fresco is a visual representation of this link between the
higher-order understanding of God achieved through Christian-Hebraic mysteries and
open to souls purified through the study of philosophy and theology. Apollo’s
unorthodox heavenward gaze serves to reinforce this pathway to salvation, uniting the
humanistic arts into an ascending pathway to God.
Jurisprudence
Turning to the fourth and final fresco in the room, commonly called
Jurisprudence, it may seem unrelated to the tableau of the three previous walls. The
fresco is damaged on the left and consists of three scenes interrupted by a large door in
the middle of the wall (see Fig. 5).

Mirandola alludes to the importance of poetry directly later in On the Dignity of Man, “Orpheus covered
the mysteries of his doctrines with the wrappings of fables, and disguised them with a poetic garment, so
that whoever reads his hymns may believe there is nothing underneath but tales and the purest nonsense”
(33).
162
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Fig. 5. Sanzio, Raphael. Jurisprudence. 1511 CE Web Gallery of Art:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=14522747
This orientation gives a slightly jumbled appearance lacking the cohesion and
grandeur of the other walls. Appearances aside, however, the three parts to the fresco
operate much like the other three walls in that they function on both an obvious and a
deeper level. The division of the fresco is horizontal, with the lower level representing the
earthly realms and the upper level linked to heavenly concerns. Thus, the moniker of
Jurisprudence is represented by earthly law on the bottom level and heavenly law above.

In a platonic framework the title could be better understood as Justice, both earthly and
heavenly, and so recalls Plato’s Republic in the layout of the upper level.
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The lower level of Jurisprudence depicts two scenes separated by the room’s
central door. The left scene is commonly referred to as Justinian Receiving the Pandects,
while the right scene is referred to as Pope Gregory IX Receiving the Decretals. 164 Both
scenes rely heavily on associations with Julius II, and the lower scenes of fresco are the
most obvious visual panegyrics to his papacy. Justinian reflects Julius’s militaristic
campaigns in the ostensible name of restoring the rule of law. This is in keeping with the
fashionable antiquarian view of Rome during the Renaissance, as Julius’s attempt to
bring neighboring states under Papal control would have a natural analog in Justinian’s
attempt to unite the eastern and western Roman empires under a single Roman law
represented by the Pandects. 165
The depiction of Pope Gregory IX is even more directly tied to Julius, as
Gregory’s likeness is that of Julius himself. This small vignette links to the depiction of
Justinian through a similar iconography of reception of codified laws. In this case, the
Decretals were a compilation of canonical law put together by Saint Raymond at the
behest of Pope Gregory IX. The two small frescos on the lower level act as justification

163
This association is literally spelled out in the ceiling of the room. Directly above the Jurisprudence is a
tondo depicting four putti and the seated figure of Justice. Written on a tablet held by one of the putti is the
latin inscription “IVS SVVM UNICUMQUE,” which can be translated as “to each their own justice,” a
topic central to the Republic. See Joost-Gaugier chapters 4 and 9 on this relationship and the connection
with Cicero’s thoughts concerning the connection between law and poetry.
164

See Joost-Gaugier chapter 9
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The Pandects were a compilation of laws intended to be an all-encompassing civic code.

for the concept of the “warrior pope”: a pope that has authority over both civic and
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canonical law as represented by two venerated figures in Roman history, acting as a
justification for the waging of war on those that defy these conventions.
The upper fresco of Jurisprudence, similar to the other frescos in the room, can be
difficult to interpret. The fresco consists of three seated female figures accompanied by
five putti. There are two basic interpretations of the figures, the first is as the three Graces
of antiquity, 166 the second is as the four cardinal virtues. 167 While Joost-Gaugier’s
Hesiodic interpretation of the three Graces as aspects of the law is persuasive, the
depiction of the three seated figures naturally gives credence to the cardinal virtues
interpretation. The left-most figure, draped in a lion skin and holding an oak branch
heavy with acorns is most associated with Courage. The oak is a direct reference to Julius
II and is a common motif in artwork during his papacy. 168 The lion can be seen as both a
fearsome beast that encourages courage and also as a reference to Dante, where the lion
at the beginning of the Commedia represents the sin of pride. Courage requires fortitude
from challenges found both within and without. The far-right figure holds a type of
harness that looks similar to what would be commonly used for horses or beasts of
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Joost-Gaugier adopts this position but redefines them in a legal framework via Hesiod. See chapter 9.

Edgar Wind, “Platonic Justice, Designed by Raphael,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes,
I, 1937-8. Wind posits that the three seated figures represent Courage, Temperance and Prudence with the
figure of Justice represented in the tondo above the fresco. This interpretation also follows a Platonic vein
of thought, with Justice as the binding concept that provides harmony over the other attributes. See
Republic 427e.
167
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Julius’s last name, della Rovere, makes this association obvious.

burden and can be read as Temperance. The harness demonstrates the need to literally
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rein in desire.
The central figure represents Prudence, depicted holding a mirror and flanked by
a putto carrying a flame. The mirror can be seen as providing a true reflection of the self,
a view to what the right action is. The flame can be seen in the context of the use of light
and the sun throughout the room as a symbol of wisdom. Perhaps the strangest aspect of
the central figure is the Janus-like double face of a forward-looking woman and a
backwards-facing older man. At first glance, it would appear as though Prudence simply
has gray hair, but a closer inspection reveals a distinct face. Janus as the Roman god
known for looking both forwards and backwards in time isn’t an obvious choice for
depicting Prudence, but Janus’s associations are complex.
In his work Saturnalia, Macrobius posits that Janus is actually two gods
worshipped together as a sun-moon hybrid akin to a hybrid of Apollo and Diana. 169 If
Prudence is given this role in the fresco, then she acts as a gateway to Justice and fulfills
a similar role to Apollo in the Parnassus, focusing the gaze ever upward to divine Justice.
In addition, Macrobius states that Janus was the first to establish the sacred rites practiced
in temples and therefore is named first when rituals are performed. Prudence as Janus
may then be seen as a presider over the rites being conducted in the stanza. One final
possible interpretation is that Janus as the god of looking both forward and backward is
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Macrobius, Saturnalia, Cambridge: Harvard University Library, 2011, 93.

another link between Julius II and both Justinian and Gregory in the frescos below,
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further legitimizing his actions.
In total, the Jurisprudence links with the other frescos to provide a holistic and
uniquely Renaissance Platonist view of salvation. The twin pursuits of philosophy and
theology mediated by poetry and governed by both heavenly and earthly laws provide a
visual representation of the path to heaven as envisioned by Ficino and Mirandola.

CHAPTER 7
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CONCLUSION
Understanding the themes in Renaissance art is a complicated endeavor. The
individual leanings of the interpreter, the gulfs of time between creation and
interpretation and vast differences in modes of thinking and culture combine to create an
open framework able to support varying explanations. Looking back with a modern lens
is a dangerous proposition, often leading to a misreading of iconography and a
misapplication of current cultural biases. In the case of Raphael’s Stanze della Segnatura
this difficulty is compounded by the focus of the majority of scholarship on the room.
Quite often this scholarship approaches each fresco as an independent piece, as though
the other frescos were designed and painted by a different artist and bear no relation to
each other. While knowing the identity of each painted figure in each fresco would be
fascinating, it would not unlock the central idea governing the design and layout of the
room.
Interpreting the thematic composition of Raphael’s frescos requires an exploration
into the humanist tendencies of the early sixteenth century Italian intellectual. These
tendencies are built on a complex foundation that sought to align the Christian faith with
a newly realized fascination with all things ancient, including philosophy. In doing so,
thinkers like Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola molded ancient pagan thinkers
into contemporary Christian figures that provided means to understand the path to God.
This revision of antiquity is the basis for Raphael’s frescos. Combining iconography of

past luminaries across various schools of philosophy, theology, poetry, and law with
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subtle cues and transitions between those schools, Raphael presents an integrated
pictorial representation of the modern Platonic vision of the path to God.
It is no small matter to find Platonic imagery represented in the library of a
Renaissance pope. The common refrain that Plato was “lost to the West” after the
collapse of Rome is an exaggeration, but it gives an insight to the degree that his
importance waned. The Renaissance Catholic church was Scholastic through and
through, and the idea that this Scholasticism could be aligned with Platonic thought to
create a holistic philosophy was unthinkable, even heretical. Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola was a fierce supporter of the idea of syncretism, and he nearly paid his life for
it. Mirandola and Marsilio Ficino were two of the most important thinkers of the
Renaissance and their embrace and redefinition of Platonic ideas is what has made them
relevant to this day. They follow a long tradition of reinterpreting and repurposing Plato’s
ideas that extends back through thinkers like Iamblichus, Proclus and Porphyry, the
writers of the Chaldean Oracles and the Hermetic texts. As each chapter in this
examination has concluded, these thinkers all believed in the Platonic concept of an
infinite soul that exists independently of a finite body. These Platonists may disagree on
the exact nature of the architecture of the heavens and the soul’s placement in this
scheme, but they all take the concept of a cosmic hierarchy as presented in Plato’s
Timaeus to be true.
As covered early on in this essay, these Platonic ideas themselves are rooted in
early Greek mysteries where the nature of morality and the soul began to be

fundamentally altered. The Orphic cults in particular played a large role in Plato’s
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discussions on the nature of the soul. These cults were some of the first to embrace the
idea of transmigration, the notion of the movement of the soul both before and after
death, leading to ideas of reincarnation by later Greek luminaries like Pythagoras. This
concept of transmigration found in Plato is what made it so attractive to later Christian
thinkers like Ficino and Mirandola and explains their drive to integrate Platonism with
the Scholastic theology of their day. By Christianizing Plato, they legitimize ancient
philosophy and strengthen Christianity at the same time. 170 The Renaissance was a time
of great backwards discovery and infatuation, especially with its ancient Greek and
Roman history. As an example, the famous ancient Roman marble statue of Laocoön and
his sons was found in a vineyard during Julius II’s papacy and it was so admired it was
put on public display in the Vatican, where it resides today. 171 The Renaissance Romans
were antiquarians of their own past, using it as a means of legitimizing their religion,
philosophies and artistic trends as well as using it as inspiration for their art, architecture
and philosophies. The work of Ficino and Mirandola dovetail precisely with this
reverence for the past and infatuation with using it to improve their time.
This essay relies on several novel interpretations of the figures and relationships
contained within the four frescos. These interpretations are based on a reading of the
room as more than four individual frescoes functioning independently. Assuming the

It is beyond the scope of this essay, but the impact of Platonism, especially the Neoplatonists of the first
centuries CE, on the early structure of Christianity is clear. The interactions between the two schools of
thought didn’t originate during the Renaissance.
170

171

In fact, it has been suggested that Raphael’s Homer in the Parnassus is a likeness of Laocoön’s face.

room has a programmatic theme, the theme must be something that ties together
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Philosophy, Theology, Poetry and Justice. The Platonism of the Renaissance
encompasses all four of these disciplines and uses them to describe a message of
Philosophy and Theology combined as a tool for understanding God, mediated by Poetry
and serving the Just. The idea of a complex pictorial metaphor such as this is perfectly in
keeping with the mysterious and often coded writing used by Mirandola and Ficino. They
commonly spoke in metaphor and used mystical language to convey their Platonic
concepts, Ficino’s The Book of the Sun being a prime example. This is a common
component to Neoplatonic writing, extending back through the Hermetic and Chaldean
texts, evoking the mystery cults that lie at the origin of the whole of Platonic thinking.
That the humanist composer of Raphael’s frescoes would devise a similar visual mystery
is entirely in keeping with this aesthetic.
The relative paucity of scholarship considering Dante’s appearance twice in the
room and his impact on the programmatic theme suggests there is much yet to study
concerning his importance to the frescos. The unusual posture of Apollo in the Parnassus
provides another avenue of study to further reconcile that particular fresco to the theme of
the room. In general, there is tremendous room for scholarship on the intricate relation
between the individual frescos and the room’s theme. Raphael’s Stanze della Segnatura
stands as the perfect artistic laboratory for dissecting the Renaissance views of pagan and
Christian thought at the very apex of Renaissance fresco painting.
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