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Abstract: The basic aim of Marsilio Ficino is to unify 
Christianity with Platonic philosophy, while referring to 
the “ancient wisdom” present in both. However, for him, 
Platonic philosophy comes hand in hand with ancient 
gods. To make use of them, Ficino claims to write not as 
a theologian but as “poet”. Most typically, the ancient 
gods are allegories of astral influences on human affairs. 
But according to Platonists, stars are ensouled beings, 
gods expressing their effective powers – not just natural 
forces.  Here, Apollo/Phoebus, the solar god and allegory 
of the Sun, is of special importance: for Ficino, solar and 
light metaphysics is generally crucial. In his De vita, he 
demonstrates how the stars, i.e. the ancient gods in their 
mythological context, help cure human bodies, including 
the subtle-material body, i.e. the animating “spirits”. This 
“magical” cure is made possible through hidden and 
ubiquitous sympathies between all the stars, metals, 
stones, animals, flowers, and sensual qualities in general, 
which are all interlinked with certain gods. Although Fi-
cino emphasises that this system of natural magic is lim-
ited to “nature”, it seems that, in fact, his “imitating of the 
stars”, and thus of the ancient gods embodying them, can 
ultimately have a higher, theological relevance. 
 
Keywords: Marsilio Ficino; Pagan Gods; Christian Pla-
tonism. 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
In his opus magnum, the Platonic Theology on the Im-
mortality of Souls, Marsilio Ficino aims at substantiating 
Christianity by means of Platonic doctrines: a of “Chris-
tian Platonism”.1 This involved uniting two pillars of the 
“ancient wisdom” (prisca sapientia): Christianity, which 
goes back to Moses, as the ancient receiver of the Wis-
dom of God; and Platonism, the roots of which can be 
found in the works of Hermes Trismegistos, Zoroaster, 
and later Pythagoras and Plato, interpreted by the Neopla-
tonist philosophers.2 Ficino embodied such a unity in 
himself when he, a Platonic philosopher and a physician, 
was ordained a priest in 1473. 

For Friedrich Schiller, whose Götter Griechelands 
brought an 18th century literary revival of ancient gods, 
the deities represent an ideal of harmony, beauty and 
power, which was lost in the world in which spirit and 
sense are enemies.3 Once again, he put antiquity against 
the world of Christianity. It is an attitude which had had 
an old tradition, although to join both was no less com-
mon. Of course, the Renaissance is the period when look-
ing back to antiquity was the main program. The ancient 

motifs became ever-present in visual art, and also philos-
ophers took the ancient Greek and Roman mythology as a 
mine to dig new ideas and combine them in their theories 
and concepts. If we look into some of Ficinoʼs texts, we 
find pagan gods almost everywhere. Why? And is such an 
attitude fitting for a Christian philosopher and priest? 

To answer these questions, two steps are necessary. 
First, we should turn our attention to how and in what 
sense ancient gods were used by Christian authors before 
Ficino.4 And second, we will look at what, in fact, ancient 
deities meant for Ficino and what – if anything – was spe-
cial in his attitude towards the ancient gods. 

 
 

2. Pagan gods and Christianity before Ficino 
 
“What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?”5 The famous 
question by Tertullian suggests a clear position which, 
however, was far from the reality of the first Christian 
centuries.6 Already Justin Martyr saw Greek philosophy 
(Heraclitus, Socrates) as a prelude to Christianity as the 
true philosophy: whatever was said correctly by the Greek 
philosophers belongs also to Christians.7 Origen, Clement 
of Alexandria, and, especially, Augustine later corrobo-
rated such a view in their ways.8 This, however, pertains 
rather to philosophy than to mythology.9 

 It is true that authors like Tatian (a student of Justin) 
or Athenagoras of Athens cannot stand pagan gods.10 But, 
in fact, the first Christian apologists were themselves edu-
cated in the Greek culture. Especially in the eastern part 
of the Roman Empire, Christianity was cohabiting with 
pagan mythologies relatively long. The knowledge of pa-
gan mythologies was a sign of education and literary cul-
ture, not a part of religion. Ancient gods were interpreted 
allegorically and morally (but similarly was the Bible).11 
Euhemerism became a quasi-standard interpretation of the 
gods as eminent historical rulers or heroes. This approach 
made it possible to incorporate pagan motifs into the 
Christian discourse.12  

Another way of admitting polytheistic pantheon into 
the monotheistic religion was shown by Plutarch in his De 
Iside et Osiride. What distinguishes various religions are 
just names of gods, not their essence. They are for him, 
similarly as for the Stoics, names of the cosmic realities: 
Intelligence, Providence, and Powers.13 A similar attitude 
was demonstrated by Apuleius in his Metamorphosis.14 
From a more philosophical perspective, we can, perhaps, 
relate this to Proclusʼ identification of the “Henads”, as 
the aspects of the divine and absolutely transcendent One, 
with pagan gods.15 As such, they are heads of the vertical 
“chains of being” (seirai): these “series” are powers with 
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specific qualities which, penetrating all world, make hori-
zontal and vertical connections among all things based on 
a system of universal sympathies and antipathies.  

The meaning of the pagan gods and of Christian God, 
with his trinitarian mystery, was, of course, an object of 
early disputes between pagan Neoplatonists and Christian 
philosophers. A common instrument to show the proper 
meaning of oneʼs god was allegory.16 Plato himself used, 
and debated the use of, allegories, and so did his follow-
ers. In the Republic, he presented his famous allegories of 
the cave and of the Sun.17 In the Cratylus, he discussed 
etymological-allegorical interpretations of Homer.18 At 
the same time, he criticized the rationalization of myths in 
the Phaedrus (229c6 ff.). And, in the famous passage of 
the Republic, he claims that Hesiod, Homer and “other 
poets” related “untrue myths”. Such poets are not allowed 
in his republic: the youth would not be able to distinguish 
allegories from plain truth (Rep. 377b-379a; 386b).19  

The Neoplatonists applied allegories to interpret the 
ancient myths and Plato himself.20 Plotinus, for example, 
presented an allegorical interpretation of Platoʼs Symposi-
um.21 The way for the Christian use of allegories was 
pathed by Philo of Alexandria with his allegorical exege-
sis of both the Bible and Platoʼs Timaeus.22 Augustin in 
his City of God takes pagan gods for deified heroes, prin-
cipalities or powers which were situated in nature by their 
Creator.23 However, for a pagan Neoplatonist this might 
indicate a mischievous deed and a false attempt to save 
what inherently was a nonsense. Porphyry, an author of 
the allegorical treatise Cave of the Nymphs, addresses, in 
his Against the Christians, the false use of allegory by 
Christian authors (Origen).24  

Let us skip the ancient debates and look at the Middle 
Ages. According to Jean Seznec, there are four traditions 
in which the ancient mythological lore was transferred to 
later generations: the historical tradition (turning gods in-
to historical figures), the physical tradition (connecting 
gods with planets), the moral tradition (allegorizing the 
myths in moral tales), and the encyclopaedical tradition 
(summarizing all previous tendencies and sources).25  
 One of these domains seems specific: astrology. In 
Europe, it was largely influenced by treatises of Arabic 
and Persian origin. As Klibansky, Saxl and Panofsky, the 
authors of the Saturn and Melancholy, say: 
 
In astrology generally, but especially in astrological notions of 
planetary rulers who have inherited the names and qualities of 
the great Olympic gods, ancient piety had been preserved in an 
apparently profane form; and it was to remain so much alive in 
the future that the very gods who had been turned into stars – 
that is to say, apparently stripped of divinity – were an object of 
pious veneration and even formal cults for hundreds of years 
afterwards, while those not turned into stars … continued to ex-
ist merely in learned compendiums and allegorical moral 
tracts…26 
 

Thus, astrology was the only place where the pagan gods, 
or at least some of them, could live their authentic lives 
and retain their old attributes. But the very connection be-
tween the ancient gods and the stars/planets as physical 
bodies was only possible thanks to stoics and their ration-
alistic interpretation of the pagan myths, reducing them to 
their allegorical meanings and stripping off their “person-
al” character, making them purely natural powers.27  

Such astrological interpretations were particularly suited 
to the Neoplatonic metaphysical systems, such as that of 
Proclus or Macrobius, as they, after all, shared the same 
mythical and natural philosophical foundations.28 For 
Proclus, gods became rulers of the astral influences, while 
for Macrobius, they were connected with the planetary 
spheres through which the souls were making their jour-
ney to the body; in both cases, however, they have be-
come faculties of the soul.29 The astrological symbolism 
which was using the names of the ancient gods reap-
peared in the Latin West during the “renaissance of the 
12th century” when authors such as William of Conches 
and Bernardus Silvestris began re-reading Platoʼs Timae-
us and the Hermetical Asclepius. 

But there were also the compendia in which pagan 
gods entered the medieval cosmos as allegories of moral 
values and explained by means of etymologies and euhe-
merism. They stood in the tradition going back to Varro, 
Cicero, Virgil, Ovid, and Pliny, which was collected by 
authors such as Servius, pseudo-Lactantius, Fulgentius, 
Hyginus, Macrobius and Martianus Capella, and later en-
tered the world of medieval thought through the encyclo-
paedical works of Isidore of Sevilla and Rhabanus 
Maurus. But for the knowledge of classical mythology in 
the Renaissance, most important were yet other works. A 
special importance fell to the so-called Mythographus III, 
an author possibly identical with Alexander Neckham (+ 
1217), for whom the pagan gods became only names for 
various manifestations of Godʼs influences in the world.30 
This was a standard handbook of ancient mythology up to 
Petrus Berchorius and his introduction to the Meta-
phorphosis Ovidiana moraliter explanata (1340), which 
not only brought an allegorical and moral interpretation of 
Ovid but aimed, again, at reconciling pagan myths with 
Christian teachings.  

The medieval studies of ancient mythology culminat-
ed in Giovanni Boccaccio’s Genealogy of the Pagan 
Gods.31 Boccaccio presents the richness of pagan deities 
and their relationships and explains how to adapt them to 
the Christian faith. In the footsteps of Latin authors as 
Cicero, Apuleius, and Macrobius, Boccaccio was con-
vinced that the mythological stories had a hidden mean-
ing,32 or rather many meanings which are useful to learn 
from the Greeks. He tried to unmask them by use of astro-
logical and moral explanations, allegories, etymologies, 
and euhemeristic claims that the gods were just extraordi-
nary human beings.33 For him, poetry is of divine origin 
and, as such, it can give allegorical account of divine 
truths.34 That is why Boccaccio asserts, in his Life of Dan-
te, that the ancient poets were writing about very noble 
and sublime things, and that poetry and theology are al-
most the same.35  

Before we finish our very brief and fragmentary over-
view, it is inevitable to mention another author who dealt 
intensively with paganism and pagan gods: Gemistus 
Plethon who was considered pagan not only by his con-
temporaries but also by many modern scholars.36 We 
might expect Plethonʼs conception of gods to have had 
some bearing on Ficino: Plethon, a Greek scholar well 
versed with ancient philosophy and culture, visited the 
council of Florence, and his visit became crucial for the 
philosophical Renaissance. Ficino himself testifies for his 
importance when writing that Plethon had given lectures 
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on Plato during the time of the Council that made Cosimo 
deʼ Medici establish the Platonic Academy in Florence 
two decades later.37 Plethon also handed the texts of Plato 
to Cosimo, which Ficino later translated into Latin and 
commented upon.  

At the beginning of his Laws, Plethon announces “the 
theology according to Zoroaster and Plato”. For him, 
Zoroaster was an ancient wise to whom he, in his com-
mented edition, ascribed the authorship of the so-called 
Chaldean Oracles. This influenced Ficino to acknow-
ledge Zoroasterʼs primacy in the history of the prisca sa-
pientia.38 However, Plethonʼs conception of pagan gods is 
very specific, and it seems to hardly have any reasonable 
influence on Ficino. Unlike his predecessors who dealt 
with pagan gods and their myths, his use of the names of 
pagan gods is strictly philosophical and rationalising (as if 
following Platoʼs advice considering the rational myths in 
his Republic39) For him, their names designate philosoph-
ical principles in his cosmological system. So far, this 
could be an approach similar to that of Proclus. But 
Plethon, when speaking of the Greek gods, avoids the, in 
his opinion, mistaken accounts of the poets and elaborates 
on them solely “in accordance with philosophy”. In this 
systematic elaboration, he departs way far from tradition-
al genealogies of gods, their classical attributes and roles. 
This was, certainly, not Ficinoʼs way.40  
 
 
3. Ficino and the Pagan Gods   
 
3.1. Allegories 
 
We know that Ficinoʼs younger colleague, Pico della Mi-
randola, was considering writing a treatise on pagan 
myths and their hidden meaning, called Poetica Theolo-
gia. Pico was sure that the ancient mythographers were 
hiding their secrets and so they covered them with “enig-
matic veils and poetic dissimulation” that needed to be 
revealed.41 Although Ficino did not write any such work 
in which he would undertake a systematic exegesis of the 
ancient gods, nor did he plan to, many explanations are 
scattered all over his works. His interpretation, however, 
seems very different from Picoʼs. Ficino uses the names 
of astral and non-astral deities and ultimately relates them 
to his astrological-magical theories and allegorical inter-
pretations of the invisible realm. This is especially, but by 
no means uniquely, true of his books On Life and the 
twin-treatises On the Sun and On Light. 

In the beginning of his book On the Sun, Ficino refers 
to his translation and commentary of Plato. He emphasis-
es Platoʼs comparison of the Sun to God which became 
the leading motif of the present book.42 The book deals 
with the “mystery of the Sun”, and Ficino calls it a “gift 
of Phoebus” (i.e., the Sun) which he is sending to Pietro 
Medici as to a “patron of the Muses and a great disciple 
of Phoebus”. Phoebus-Apollo is summoned as a guaran-
tee of his ruminations, a leader of the Muses who “sing 
with him”. Mercury, “the inventor of disputations”, also 
“plays with Apollo”, while he contemplates over more 
serious things with Saturn and Jupiter.43 This is to support 
Ficinoʼs reservation that, in his book, he will debate his 
subject – the Sun – not “dogmatically” but “in a manner 
of Apollo and quasi-poetically”, as a “play” and an “alle-

gorical and anagogical [i.e., mystical] exercise of the 
wits”.44 He does not aspire to a metaphysical or physical 
explanation but intends to proceed from the visible to the 
invisible “by means of similes taken from light”, and thus 
to arrive “from the Sun to God, who has made the Sun his 
sanctuary”, indeed his “visible image” and his “repre-
sentative”. As he adds elsewhere:  

 
In the book On the Sun, I do not so much teach astronomical 
things as I seek moral allegories through them and examine their 
anagogical relation to divine things. ... in the books On Life and 
On the Sun, I mix philosophical and poetic things quite 
freely...45  
 

Obviously, the names of the pagan gods are part of a “po-
etical” way to deal with the subject otherwise reserved for 
theology which, however, uses another, “more dogmatic”, 
style. 
 But to use poetical language does not mean that Fici-
noʼs exposition is only a play. As he remarks, he follows 
“a pythagorical and, indeed, divine principle” according 
to which we cannot speak of divine things “without light” 
– i.e., without divine “illumination” and without the ex-
amples of the “visible light”.46 Similarly as for Plato and 
Boccaccio, real poetry is imbibed with divine influence.47 
This is the ecstatic drunkenness which Ficino describes in 
his commentary on Platoʼs Republic,48 and the first of 
four levels of the “divine frenzy”, as he distinguishes 
them elsewhere.49 That is also why “poetry” enables, for 
Ficino, a higher elevation of the human spirit than philos-
ophy and theology - although it is hardly usable to estab-
lish a theological or political system.  
 As a Christian, Ficino uses the method of Neo-
Platonic allegorical exegesis in combination with biblical 
exegesis and with the use of Dionysian symbolic theolo-
gy. In his book On the Sun, he provides a “rather poeti-
cal” interpretation of planets and their interrelationships, 
mixing astronomical observations with Greek and Roman 
mythology, observations of nature and Platonic concepts. 
Most of Platoʼs words, says Ficino, demand an allegorical 
interpretation.50 Thus: 
 
When he [i.e. Plato] says ‘God’ he means Apollo; when he says 
‘Muses’ he means the souls of the spheres of the world. Of 
course, Jupiter is the mind of God, from which comes Apollo, 
the mind of the world-soul and the soul of the whole world, to-
gether with the eight souls of the celestial spheres, those nine 
souls being called the nine Muses because as they move the 
heavens harmoniously they produce musical melody which, 
when distributed into nine sounds, namely, the eight notes of the 
spheres together with the one harmony of them all, gives rise to 
the nine Sirens singing to God. Wherefore Apollo is led by Jupi-
ter, and the Muses are led by Apollo, that is, the chorus of Mus-
es is led by the mind of the world-soul, because just as that mind 
is illuminated by Jupiter, so does it illuminate the souls of the 
world and of the spheres. Now the levels through which that 
frenzy descends are these: Jupiter seizes Apollo; Apollo gives 
light to the Muses; the Muses arouse and stir up the gentle but 
invincible souls of the poets; the poets, being inspired, inspire 
their own interpreters; the interpreters move the listeners. Some 
souls are seized by some Muses and others by others, because 
some souls are allotted to some spheres and stars and others to 
others, as is maintained in the Timaeus. ... Apollo, moreover, is 
the soul of the Sun, and his lyre is the body of the Sun. The four 
strings are the four movements of the Sun: yearly, monthly, dai-
ly, oblique. The four tones – the Neate, the Hypate, and the twin 
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Dorians – are the four threefold groupings of the signs, from 
which the four qualities of the seasons arise.51 
In his commentary on Platoʼs Laws, Ficino similarly ex-
plains the “allegorical teaching” and shows what is signi-
fied by the Muses, Apollo and Bacchus.52 Commenting on 
the fifth book of the Laws where foundations of the ideal 
city are discussed,53 he shows how the pagan deities are 
connected with the twelve signs of the zodiac and also 
with parts of the human body: “just as the body is a unit, 
though composed of many limbs”, so also “the state must 
be a single unit, though composed of many citizens”.54  

However, the Laws and the anti-poetical parts of the 
Republic are not what Ficino usually has in mind when 
invoking Plato. For him, Plato spoke in stories and para-
bles, more like a priest and a prophet than a philosopher, 
and his words purify the soul from agitation, separate the 
mind from the senses, and above all turn the mind to God 
to be enlightened by him; all this with the help of parables 
and dialogues that convince us more strongly and move 
us more deeply.55 Thus, obviously, the allegory is not on-
ly another way how to say the same. What is crucial is the 
idea that the knowledge of God cannot be acquired by ra-
tional arguments but by means of symbols, allegories and 
analogies (comparationes). On the one hand, Ficino is 
well aware that God, or the Good itself, is unattainable 
and incomprehensible.56 On the other hand, he seems to 
believe that this is true, primarily, for the rational cogni-
tion. Thus, for him, allegories are not merely a preferred 
rhetorical device for describing and provisionally grasp-
ing the ineffable, but indeed a practical means of achiev-
ing it. In his interpretations of Plato, Ficino points out re-
peatedly that humans can only reach their goal, that is the 
knowledge and love of God or the divine light, by way of 
their purification and likeness to the divine. This is an es-
sential part of Ficinoʼs thought.57  

In this perspective, the pagan gods cannot be only dif-
ferent names for philosophical principles, as in the case of 
Plethonʼs rationalist interpretation of the pagan pantheon. 
In the sense of what has just been said, they must be ca-
pable to move us. 
 
 
3.2.  Natural magic 
 
In my opinion, such a practical approach can be traced 
back to Ficinoʼs magia naturalis. Here he makes an in-
tense use of astrological symbolism which is built upon 
Greek and Roman mythologies and genealogies of the 
gods. At the same time, the natural magic relates, for him, 
to the allegory of the Sun and to the metaphysics of light: 
the most sublime perceptible entity in the world is light, 
and therefore it is light that serves as the image of the in-
visible, spiritual realm.58 

Now, let us have a look at the Three Books on Life 
where Ficino develops his conception of the natural mag-
ic. Right at the beginning of the book, in the foreword to 
Lorenzo deʼ Medici, he invokes Bacchus – not Apollo-
Phoebus, the solar god, as we might expect. Bacchus is 
the “supreme prelate of priests” because a perfect priest 
must be “deeply drunken with God” and thus “reborn”. It 
also signifies, according to Ficino, that he is not writing 
with “gravity” but “rather in a style that is free and jo-
cose”. And he remarks that the mention of Bacchus may 

“be a sign not without meaning”, because he “heals more 
salubriously” than Phoebus.59 On the other hand, as Fici-
no often remarks, Apollo-Phoebus and Bacchus are in-
separable brothers. Phoebus is the inventor of medicines 
and teacher of poetry who “gives us of his life not only by 
herbs but through the lute and music”.60 

All this is related to the fact that this text is not only a 
theoretical treatise but a practical instruction. In fact, the 
De vita is intended as a vade-mecum for scholars who, 
because of the character of their intense and focused stud-
ies, are in danger of excessive melancholy (the cold and 
dry bodily humour, related to the element of earth). It 
proposes advises which are healing. In the first two books 
of the De vita trilogy, such a healing, or prophylaxis, is 
focused, primarily, on the material body. The third book, 
however, is mainly concerned with processes in the “sub-
tle” body – i.e., not only the sensory but also the cogni-
tive, emotional and volitional components, for which the 
movements of the subtle-bodily “spirits” are responsi-
ble.61 Ficino keeps assuring us that his “natural magic” is 
indeed limited to the “natural”, medical contexts. But 
there are hints in his other works that it may have over-
laps to higher ontological levels.62 

The healing process uses the “three Graces”, as em-
phasized by Ficino, i.e., the three beneficial “stars”: Jupi-
ter, Sun, and Venus.63 Their positive influence is ex-
plained by use of astrological and mythological contexts. 
The most favourable for humans is the influence of Jupi-
ter, whose “quality is very balanced, and whatever we ask 
of the Sun or Venus we get from him in his way”; moreo-
ver, it leads to philosophy, the discovery of truth and reli-
gion. Practically, this means the use of various plants, 
medicinal mixtures, stones, colours, scents and sounds 
which traditional astrology and astro-medicine associated 
with various planets and their characteristics. Thus, they 
were in a hidden sympathy with the planets, in accord-
ance with the Neoplatonic “series”. The aim here is to 
prepare and purify our bodily “spirits” by natural reme-
dies and bring them to the proper harmony with the “spirit 
and life of the world”. The “spirit”, according to Ficino 
and the medical tradition, is a superfine entity that medi-
ates between the material body and the immaterial soul. 
For Ficino, the same holds true for the world itself which 
is also a living being:64 the immaterial soul of the world 
and the material world are connected by the world spirit.65 
It is diffused and coloured, so to speak, by means of the 
rays of the stars and planets and it is present in all things 
from which we can draw it. This omnipresent entity is, 
basically, the transmitter of life, the principle of which is 
the soul. The substance of the spirit itself is of a solar, Jo-
vial, Venusian and Mercurial nature, while Saturn, Mars 
and Luna have little in common with the healthy spirit, 
but on the contrary make it dull and foolish.66  

Therefore, we should accommodate us to the influence 
and qualities of the three ancient deities primarily, Jupiter, 
Apollo and Venus. We should even imitate them.67 
 
 
3.3.  Images 
 
A specific way of how planetary influences – or the pagan 
gods who personify them -- can be used by us, according 
to Ficino, is by means of their magical images or talis-
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mans. Although Ficino repeatedly expresses the reserva-
tion that he personally does not recommend this part of 
natural magic but only refers to it, given the space he ded-
icates to this topic, it is hard to believe him.68 Thus he 
says:  
 
Then there are the particular written characters of the signs and 
planets as delineated by the Egyptians. They want all these, 
therefore, to be engraved on images. For example, if anyone 
looks for a special benefit from Mercury, he ought to locate him 
in Virgo, or at least locate the Moon there in an aspect with 
Mercury, and then make an image out of tin or silver…69  
 

Or: 
 
To obtain long life, the ancients used to make an image of Sat-
urn from the stone Feyrizech, that is, sapphire, in the hour of 
Saturn, when he was ascending and fortunately placed.70 
 

This, again, pertains, to the idea of drawing life from the 
soul of the world and of making our spiritus as “heaven-
ly” as possible71 -- now with the help of images which can 
condense so to speak the planetary, and generally heaven-
ly, influences. This way, the magical planetary images, 
i.e., the pagan gods, can be used to “heal” our subtle-
material body: our thoughts, our will, our emotions, our 
feelings.  

Finally, Ficino offers an even more spectacular way of 
healing which consists in exposing our “spirits” to the 
“image of universe” (imago universi ipsius). This method 
is described in the 19th chapter of the third book On Life. 
As he says, one should “sculpt an archetypal form of the 
whole world” in bronze and then imprint it, at the right 
time, “in a thin gilded plate of silver”, but not in “the day 
of Saturn”. The engraving should be done “on the birth-
day of the year, especially if then Jupiter and Diana [i.e. 
Venus]” are present. It is important to work not only with 
“lines” but also with colours. It is good to “add to the 
spheres, for a true imitation of the heavens, golden stars, 
and to clothe Vesta herself or Ceres, that is, the earth, 
with a green garment”. Such and image should then be 
not simply observed but “reflected upon in the mind”: 
 
In like manner, in the very depth of his house, he should con-
struct a chamber, vaulted and marked with these figures and 
colours, and he should spend most of his waking hours there and 
also sleep. And when he has emerged from his house, he will 
not note with so much attention the spectacle of individual 
things as the figure of the universe and its colours. … You, 
however, will fashion a better image within yourself when you 
know that nothing is more orderly than the heavens and that 
nothing can be thought of that is more temperate than Jupiter; 
you should hope at last to attain benefits from the heavens and 
from Jupiter…72 
 

Obviously, this “universal image” should attract the bene-
ficial powers of the “Three Graces”, and especially those 
of Jupiter. The gods mentioned here are representants of 
planets, and thus of various qualities of the “spirit” drawn 
from the heaven, as the next chapter explains. They are 
not just allegories but real forces and powers. According 
to those (Arabic authors) who believe it, Ficino says here, 
these astronomical and magical images and statues en-
close “the spirits of the stars”. As he remarks, “some re-
gard the spirits of the stars as wonderful celestial forces, 
while others regard them as daemons attendant upon this 

or that star”.73 They can “take possession of human bodies 
and speak, move themselves or other things, and work 
wonders through them”. Some also believe that the “dae-
mons who inhabit the cosmic fire are insinuated into our 
bodies through fiery or ignited humours, and likewise 
through ignited spirits and fiery emotions”. Similarly, 
“through rays caught at the right time and through fumi-
gations, lights and loud tones, the spirits of the stars can 
be introduced into the compatible materials of images and 
can work wonders on the wearer or bystander”: 
 
The Arabs say that when we fashion images rightly, our spirit, if 
it has been intent upon the work and upon the stars through im-
agination and emotion, is joined together with the very spirit of 
the world and with the rays of the stars through which the 
world-spirit acts. And when our spirit has been so joined, it too 
becomes a cause why (from the world-spirit by way of the rays) 
a particular spirit of any given star, that is, a certain vital power, 
is poured into the image - especially a power which is consistent 
with the spirit of the operator.74 
 
 
3.4. The Sun 
 
As we have saw in the beginning, a specific position be-
longs to Apollo-Foebus, the god of the Sun, or rather the 
Sun itself. Here, the peculiarity of Ficinoʼs approach to 
the ancient gods is, perhaps, most visible. For him, the 
Sun is not a body, a natural object, but, as all planets, 
primarily an animating soul which is identical with its 
moving god. It is one of the Three Graces, so that 
 
whoever could grasp the light and heat of the Sun in all its puri-
ty and the quality with which they exist in it, and adapt them to 
his own use and in his own way, would take from thence eternal 
youth, or live at least one hundred and twenty solar years.75  
 

The case of the Sun is special, however. Its light is not a 
natural light but has been infused in it directly from 
God.76 Not from the pagan god Apollo, but from the 
Christian Triune God. But the light and “spirit” are simi-
lar and close related entities for Ficino. Thus, we may as-
sume that if we receive the vital spirit and the light of the 
Sun, on the one hand, we receive its life-giving natural 
power, but, on the other hand, we receive here something 
from beyond of the purely natural.  
 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
In a way the pagan gods represent astral powers for Fici-
no. These are not philosophical principles like Plethonʼs. 
If anything, they are the heads of the “series” of beings, as 
in Proclus. For Ficino, however, the mythological stories 
are of great importance as they reveal how the gods inter-
act with each other and which ones can rely on as our 
benefactors. Gods are not just imaginative allegories that 
could be fully rationally explained. They are, in Ficinoʼs 
view, autonomous powers, even souls, which can be “in-
vocated” for help. The “world spirit” of the living world 
is imbued with them, and, trhough it, they can foster our 
own “spirits”. They can be used to enhance our life if we 
know how to get into contact with them and how to “imi-
tate” them. 
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It is important to keep in mind the overall context of Fici-
noʼs De vita: its aim is to cure the melancholic malady of 
scholars. Ficino keeps repeating that he does not stretch it 
any further. He is certainly no “polytheist”, as gods for 
him are limited by nature. Still, his project of the natural 
magic may be more daring. This is, perhaps, best visible 
on his conception of the Sun which, as the symbol of the 
invisible God and as a bearer of the divine light, overlaps 
into the realm of the super-natural.77 As Michael Allen 
has shown, the higher goal of Ficinoʼs “photological mag-
ic” can be convincingly inferred from his attempt to link 
the biblical motifs of the transfiguration by light that oc-
curred with Moses on Mount Sinai and Christ on Mount 
Tabor to Platonic and Neo-Platonic contexts. “Follow” 
the light from its coarsest forms to its subtlest is under-
stood very realistically by Ficino. The “illumination”, for 
him, means that our spirit is imbued with light of a certain 
degree and certain quality, and through it both the soul 
and the body are penetrated with light. Thus, natural mag-
ic, following the luminous influences of the stars, or pa-
gan deities, and imitating them, can be seen, ultimately, as 
a path to the resurrected, transfigured, Christ-like body. 
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