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Great Esotericists   

Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499) 

 

 

 
Bust of Ficino by Andrea Ferrucci 

in Florence Cathedral.
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arsilio Ficino was born in Florence and 

is best known as one of the most promi-

nent Italian humanists and philosophers. Ficino 

led the Florentine Academy, translated many 

of Plato’s writings from Greek into Latin, and 

promulgated Neoplatonism in the Christian 

world. In addition to his formal writings, he 

was a prolific letter writer, almost a kind of 

spiritual and emotional adviser to a host of im-

portant and influential men in his time, not the 

least of which was Cosimo di Giovanni de’ 

Medici (1389-1464) and his grandson Lorenzo 

de’ Medici (1449-1492), also known as Lo-

renzo il Magnifico. Within these letters, which 

Ficino allowed to be published in 1495; we 

find significant Renaissance themes, which 

reveal him as the having embodied the very 

essence and ideals of the Renaissance cultural 

movement.  In particular, Vol. 6 of the modern 

publication of his letters
2
 offers suitable evi-

dence to justify Ficino as the principal reviver 

and reconciler of Platonic philosophy and 

Christian piety, as well as being a true Renais-

sance man. 

Ficino’s father was a practicing physician who 

was acquainted with Cosimo de’ Medici, then 

“ruler” of Florence. Young Ficino studied Lat-

in and Aristotle, most likely in Florence, so he  

was steeped in the burgeoning Renaissance 

thought. While studying scholastic philosophy, 

theology and Latin, he was introduced to some 

of the Latinized works of Plato, what little 

were extant. Like most of his Renaissance 

compatriots, e.g. Boccaccio and Petrarch, Fici-

no loved the Classics, and he learned Greek in 

order to translate and interpret additional 

works. He gained the patronage of Cosimo de’ 

Medici, who was himself interested in Neopla-

tonism, and in 1462 became head of the Flor-

entine Academy, a group of 15
th
 century schol-

ars dedicated to the study of Plato texts and 

other classical literature. In 1473, Ficino was 

ordained as a priest and was later named a 

church official of Florence Cathedral. He spent 

the remainder of his life translating Plato and 

Plotinus, trying to infuse “hermetic” thought 

within Christian theology, and writing hun-

dreds of letters to his eclectic acquaintances.
3
 

Ficino can be thought of as the man most re-

sponsible for reviving Platonism, as well as its 

sister school Neoplatonism, and endeavoring 

to link it with Christian theology. This is large-

ly due to his translation of Plato’s Symposium. 

However, he also translated The Enneads, 

which are a collection of writings attributed to 

Plotinus, compiled by his student Porphyry, 

which Ficino dedicated to Lorenzo il Magnifi-

co. Additionally, Cosimo de’ Medici commis-

sioned Ficino to translate a most interesting 

body of treatises called the Corpus Hermeti-

cum, of which early printed editions of eight of 

the treatises appeared before 1500, the final 

twenty-two appearing by 1641. The Corpus 

Hermeticum was purported to have been writ-

ten by Hermes Trismegistus, who was thought 

by some to be the Egyptian god Thoth, or the 

Greek god Hermes, or a syncretic combination 

of the two.
4
 This work included Latin transla-

tions of the Asclepius and Poimandres, fasci-

nating and perplexing theological texts that 
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The idea that classical thought 

and literature could have any 

bearing on the new Christian 

world, as it had developed and 

become since Christ, was entire-

ly a Renaissance phenomenon. 

Prior to the 14
th

 century, Chris-

tian theology alone ruled the in-

tellectual world, and the world 

proper, which had come under 

the control of the Church. How-

ever, all this eventually resulted 

in the Dark Ages, and certain 

groups of elite men, especially 

scholars, artists, and thinkers, 

hungered for something to rem-

edy the prevailing situation. 

boggled and amazed the Renaissance human-

ists. 

The idea that classical thought and literature 

could have any bearing on the new Christian 

world, as it had developed and become since 

Christ, was entirely a 

Renaissance phenome-

non. Prior to the 14
th
 

century, Christian the-

ology alone ruled the 

intellectual world, and 

the world proper, 

which had come under 

the control of the 

Church. However, all 

this eventually resulted 

in the Dark Ages, and 

certain groups of elite 

men, especially schol-

ars, artists, and think-

ers, hungered for 

something to remedy 

the prevailing situa-

tion. Classical antiqui-

ty, at one time con-

demned entirely for its 

paganism, began to 

appear fresh, mysteri-

ous, and valuable. But, 

at the same time, these men were deeply Chris-

tian, and they had no desire to break from their 

faith, nor to leave the Church (at least initially; 

later, Renaissance thought and the revival of 

the Classics may have contributed to the 

Protestant Reformation). Thus, these men, 

constantly embattled and having to justify 

themselves to Rome and Church officials, 

looked for ways in which these two streams—

pagan philosophical thought and Christian pie-

ty—might be brought together, and Ficino 

(with his Florentine Academy) was on the 

frontline of this fight. One of the best examples 

of his work is found in his letters, particularly 

Vol. 6. Ficino also wrote two seminal works, 

Platonic Theology and The Christian Religion, 

both of which try to show that the Christian 

religion and Platonic philosophy come from 

the same source—i.e., God.   

In most of these letters, Ficino is responding to 

some respectable friend who asked him for 

guidance, or else responding to a letter he has 

received attacking his work as a scholar and as 

a theologian. Correspondents include Frederico 

of Urbino, Lorenzo and Cosimo dé Medici, 

various Papal officials, cardinals, and bishops, 

poets like Giovanni 

Cavalcanti, Pietro 

Bembo, Antonio Zil-

ioli, Pietro Molin, 

and others. What 

makes all these let-

ters so decidedly Re-

naissance is their 

constant and relent-

less references to 

Classical Greek and 

Roman mythology. 

In Letters 11-16, Fi-

cino, writing what he 

calls fables, but 

which are really just 

myths, describes di-

dactic accounts of 

Roman mythological 

characters, in order to 

illustrate some prac-

tical or theological 

point to his recipi-

ents. These fables 

involve both Cosimo 

and Lorenzo. This was a Renaissance meth-

od—that of utilizing classical components to 

fortify what, for these men, would have been 

their modern era. 

For example, Letter 11 (pg. 18), entitled A fa-

ble: A philosopher must avoid three things in 

particular: lust, greed, ambition, tells of the 

goddess Minerva, known as Sophia to the 

Greeks (hence philo-Sophia or “love of wis-

dom”). Ficino describes how Minerva gave 

birth to a daughter, Philosophia, from her own 

head, as Jupiter had given birth to Minerva 

previously. Minerva tells her daughter to stay 

clear of not only Venus but also Hades and his 

attendants, lest Philosophia be deprived of am-

brosia and nectar (food of the gods) and lose 

sight of the true nature of divinity. There are 

also Ficino fables involving Orpheus, Cupid, 

and the Pythian Oracle and priestess. Here we 

see how Ficino embodies the ideals of the 
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Classical World; how he utilizes its teachings 

for his own priestly duties of easing the soul-

sicknesses of his flock, and demonstrates the 

complete harmony and accord of the two per-

spectives. 

In another letter—Letter 21 (pg. 35), to Gio-

vanni Niccolini, the Archbishop of Amalfi at 

Rome—Ficino both defends and makes a 

compelling case for the harmony and common 

source of Platonic philosophy and Christian 

thought: “Wishing the Platonic teaching to 

shine out … since it is related to the divine law 

of both Moses and Christ as the moon is to the 

sun, I translated all the books of Plato from 

Greek into Latin. In addition … I wrote a book 

by way of exposition…. Here the Platonic 

mysteries are set forth as clearly as possible, so 

that, removing the poetic veils, we may reveal 

the Platonic teaching, which is in complete 

accord with divine law. I believe, and with 

good reason, that this has been decreed by di-

vine providence….”  

Thus we see Ficino defending his translations 

of Plato, not merely for their idle curiosity, but 

because they harmonize with Christianity 

completely. Furthermore, he believes the re-

vival of these translations, and of Neoplato-

nism in general, has been “decreed by divine 

providence”; that is to say, it is the will of God 

that Plato not only be translated and his teach-

ings be disseminated and properly understood, 

but that they should be fused together with 

Christian theology, for the betterment of Chris-

tianity. Never before in the history of the West 

had a mixing of these two streams been at-

tempted. It only occurred during the Renais-

sance cultural movement, and it could have 

only been led by men like Ficino. 

One final example occurs in Letter 18 (pg. 32). 

In this letter, entitled Philosophy and Religion 

are true sisters, which is depicted in the image 

on the last page of this paper, Ficino states: 

“To sum it up, it seems that the … golden 

teaching of the ancients should be called love 

of God rather than love of wisdom; and every 

utterance of these men is an oracle rather than  

 

human speech.” Again, Ficino is attempting to 

show that philosophy in classical antiquity is 

synonymous with the present-day love of God 

in Christendom. Such an attempt echoes the 

Philosophy of Christ set forth by Erasmus. 

Furthermore, according to Ficino, ancient phi-

losophers predicted and prophesied the coming 

of Christ Jesus, the Messiah, as did Moses and 

other prophets of the Old Testament. Thus, 

these ancient writings were not to be stamped 

out and eliminated, but instead should be stud-

ied and held in the highest regard, as are the 

books of the Bible, and hence also the Renais-

sance revival and reintegration of classical an-

tiquity and Western thought. 

The syncretism of Neoplatonism and Christi-

anity is permanent, although hidden in plain 

sight, and we have the Renaissance cultural 

movement of the 14
th
 and 15

th
 centuries, as 

well as men like Ficino, to thank for it. To pos-

it a few of the many examples of the Neopla-

tonic inheritance, one need only point to the 

Vatican Obelisk of Saint Peter’s Square or Mi-

chelangelo’s Greek-inspired art in the Sistine 

Chapel or consider the concept of Christ as the 

Logos or the later theological/academic groups 

like the Cambridge Platonists who were con-

vinced of the compatibility of faith and reason. 

Due to the synthesizing efforts of Ficnio and 

the other Renaissance humanists, Christian 

Neoplatonic beliefs exercised an immense in-

fluence on philosophy, theology and the arts in 

Europe and the Western world.                                                                                                                                   

                         Contributed by Aaron J. French 
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Book Review  
 

Sensa: The Lost Language of the Ancient 

Mysteries, by Dorje Jinpa. Ashland, OR: Pen-

tabarba Publications, 2012. Hardcover, 204 

pages. List price US$35. 

ccording to Helena Blavatsky, the world’s 

most ancient scriptures were derived from 

“a very old book” written in the language of 

Sensa (Sensar or Senzar). The Stanzas of 

Dzyan, which underlay much of The Secret 

Doctrine, were also written in Sensa—or what 

she termed “ancient Sanskrit.” Blavatsky iden-

tified it as 

the secret sacerdotal tongue, from the 

words of the Divine Beings, who dictated it 

to the sons of Light, in Central Asia, at the 

very beginning of the 5th (our) race; for 

there was a time when its language . . . was 

known to the Initiates of every nation, when 

the forefathers of the Toltec understood it 

as easily as the inhabitants of the lost Atlan-

tis, who inherited it, in their turn, from the 

sages of the 3rd Race, the Manushis, who 

learnt it direct from the Devas of the 2nd 

and 1st Races.
1
 

Alice Bailey, writing for the Tibetan Master 

Djwhal Khul, explained Sensa as the “name 

for the secret sacerdotal language, or the “mys-

tery speech” of the initiated adepts all over the 

world. It is a universal language, and largely a 

hieroglyphic cypher.”
2
 It is an “ideographic 

language.”
3
 The Great Invocation, we under-

stand, originally consisted of seven “very an-

cient word-forms,”
4
 presumably Sensa ideo-

grams. Unfortunately, there is no historical 

record of Sensa’s alphabet, grammar or pro-

nunciation, and academic philologists do not 

acknowledge its existence. 

Dorje Jinpa’s Sensa: The Lost Language of the 

Ancient Mysteries takes up the story from 

there. The book does not provide a tabulation 

of the Sensa alphabet; nor does it include a 

Sensa-English dictionary. Indeed, any attempt 

to  do  so  would  automatically  undermine  its  

credibility.  Sensa  is  known  only to high ini-

tiates and is carefully protected from broader 

dissemination. Rather, this is a book about 

Sensa.  

Jinpa is not content to treat Sensa simply as an 

archaic, “lost,” language—and in that sense the 

title fails to do the book justice. He takes a 

much larger view. The book summarizes what 

is known about Sensa from the literature but 

then goes on to offer profound insights into the 

role of language and symbolism, not only as 

media of communication, but also as instru-

ments of divine will. 

Sensa: The Lost Language of the Ancient Mys-

teries draws upon a vast esoteric literature, and 

the author moves easily from the trans-

Himalayan teachings and the works of Rudolf 

Steiner and Manly Palmer Hall to Vedic, Hin-

du and Buddhist texts; Greek philosophers 

from Pythagoras to Proclus; the Hermetic liter-

ature; and the lore of the Druids. Jinpa has 

done his homework; the book provides evi-

dence of years of research. 

Chapter 1: “Archetypal Symbolism,” and 

Chapter 2: “The Lost Language of the Sun,” 

provide a general introduction to the topic. The 

latter suggests that Sensa may have been the 

universal language of infant humanity—or at 

least of the priesthood. Evidently, it had great 

power and, in ancient Atlantis, it was abused. 

The forces of darkness used Sensa to control 

the devas of the physical, emotional, and lower 

mental planes for selfish purposes. Citing the 

Zohar, the primary text of the Kabbalah, Jinpa 

argues that the biblical story of the Tower of 

Babel describes the Planetary Hierarchy’s re-

sponse to those abuses. To prevent further 

damage, the “tower”—the polluted Atlantean 

civilization—was destroyed, the people scat-

tered, and their languages confused (pp. 40-

41).
5
  

Chapter 3: “The WORD,” is pivotal to the au-

thor’s entire thesis. Jinpa explains:  

A 
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The WORD basically has two levels of 

meaning. To the public the WORD repre-

sents the Word of Power that God used to 

create the world, “And God spoke the 

WORD and the worlds came into being.” 

To initiates it expresses the archetypal key-

note, the divine impulse behind the spiritual 

evolution of the world. It is this creative 

Vibration . . . imprinted upon the Soul of 

the World that is the seed of its ultimate 

perfection. (p. 77) 

Jinpa cites a work on Vedic symbolism
6
 to pre-

sent a descriptive schema in which the power 

or keynote is expressed on four levels. Their 

Sanskrit names and meanings are as follows 

(vac simply means “word”): 

1.  Para-vac—The supreme WORD, the 

Sound, the Silence, and the Sound of Si-

lence. 

2.  Pasyanti-vac—The WORD manifesting 

as archetypal Images. 

3.  Madhyama-vac—The WORD manifest-

ing in thought-forms. 

4.  Vaikhari-vac—The WORD manifesting 

as the physical universe, but particularly as 

audible speech and physical gestures. (p. 

81, capitalization in original) 

A rough equivalency may exist between the 

Para-vac level and the Logoic or monadic 

plane. The Pasyanti-vac level would seem to 

correspond to the atmic and/or buddhic plane, 

and the Madhyama-vac level to the mental 

plane. The Vaikhari-vac level evidently corre-

sponds to the physical planes, perhaps with 

astral associations. 

Through this discussion of the WORD, Jinpa 

introduces us to a “vertical” dimension of Sen-

sa, in which the Logos communicates—if that 

term can still be used—with its forms. The 

Logos uses Sensa as the medium to create, sus-

tain and destroy forms on the planes of reality 

within its domain—and presumably to urge 

forward the indwelling lives on their evolu-

tionary paths. Importantly, at the lowest level, 

the WORD manifests “as the physical uni-

verse” (italics added).  

The WORD originates at a transcendent level, 

utterly beyond our comprehension. It enters 

our realm of potential understanding first as 

archetypes and then as thoughtforms. When it 

finally reaches the physical level, it manifests 

as speech and gestures. We see the familiar 

process of multiplication as the Formless de-

scends into forms. A divine idea may begin in 

the simplicity of silence, but it manifests in 

increasing numbers of archetypes, thought-

forms, linguistic characters, symbols and ges-

tures as it descends through the planes. Obvi-

ously, no conventional type of alphabet could 

capture the richness of Sensa.  

Contrasting with the vertical, Logoic use of 

Sensa, the horizontal use presumably takes 

place at the Pasyanti-vac and Madhyama-vac 

levels, with occasional use of the speech and 

gestures of the Vaikhari-vac level, depending 

on the initiates’ status within the Hierarchy. 

This horizontal dimension of Sensa, equivalent 

to our own person-to-person communications, 

places Sensa within the familiar category of 

language. Yet the overshadowing “supreme 

WORD” ensures that the inter-initiate commu-

nication remains within the framework of di-

vine intent. 

The reference to gestures at the Vaikhari-vac 

level is important; Sensa is not only language, 

in the ordinarily sense of the term, it is also 

ritual. Jinpa mentions traditional Indian mu-

dras and also the ritual said to be enacted each 

year at the Wesak Festival, when the Buddha 

visits his assembled disciples. We can equally 

see how Sensa may manifest through other 

kinds of religious ceremony—and even secular 

rituals. At each level the use of Sensa by the 

Logos, and perhaps also by initiates, no doubt 

involves the Deva Evolution, whose members 

are known to respond to sound and ritual. 

From our limited perspective, we can do little 

more than glimpse the enormous scope and 

power of Sensa. Perhaps we can gain a general 

understanding of what sounds, words, and 

symbols—static and dynamic—might capture 

or express that power. Much of the book is 

directed to helping us gain that understanding.  
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Chapter 4: “Mind and the Geometry of 

Sound,” explores the esoteric significance of 

spatial patterns, ranging from the shape of 

Buddhist stupas, to the organic structures of 

Buckminster Fuller, to the ice crystals studied 

by the late Japanese scientist Masaru Emoto. 

The alphabets of sacred languages have im-

portant esoteric properties. Jinpa cites Blavat-

sky and traditional Indian sources to speak of 

Sanskrit—which could be expected to lie par-

ticularly close to its Sensa ancestor: 

[E]ach letter of the Sanskrit alphabet has an 

individual and fundamental esoteric mean-

ing. It also has a secret geometrical form. In 

India these visual forms are called Yantras, 

which are vibrational signatures of great 

spiritual beings. . . . Yantra, like the Sensa 

alphabet to which it is related, is a science 

depicting through simplified diagrams the 

higher pictorial archetypes of those seed-

vibrations (bijas) that are expressed by a 

mantra. (p. 141, italics in original) 

In Chapter 5: “Sensa Script,” Jinpa draws upon 

eastern and western wisdom to explore the sig-

nificance and meaning of symbols, including 

letters and numbers. Among much else he re-

minds us of Pythagoras’ quadrivium, the four 

classical disciplines of mathematics: 

1.  Arithmetic—numbers at rest in space. 

2. Geometry—the relationship between 

numbers at rest in space. 

3.  Music (harmony)—the harmonious rela-

tionships of numbers in motion through 

time.  

4.  Spherics (celestial harmonics)—the har- 

monious relationship of numbers through 

time and space (p. 169). 

The final, short Chapter 6: “Signatures of Liv-

ing Organisms,” reminds us that the divine 

language manifests through living as well as 

inert forms. Jinpa comments: 

It seems that every living organism has its 

own signature, which manifests as a set of 

symbols that accurately define it and in a 

pictorial sense represents its true nature. 

For those initiates who can read and under-

stand the intricate language of symbols this 

name reveals the organism’s fundamental 

characteristics, its rank on the evolutionary 

ladder of life, its primary and secondary 

purposes, and the keynote of its essential 

nature. (p. 189)  

Chapter 6 concludes with prophecies of a new 

science which will make possible the diagnosis 

of “physical, psychological, and spiritual diffi-

culties” and determination of “one’s station on 

the Path, and even provide a visual representa-

tion of the student’s archetypal potential.” The 

author adds, optimistically: “Due to the great 

hastening of evolution that is now taking place 

new applications of psychic energy for the 

common good become a real possibility.” (p. 

193) 

An excerpt from H. A. Curtiss’ The Voice of 

Isis
7
 is included as an appendix. Providing a 

fascinating discussion of sound, number, color 

and form, it is worthy of study in its own right. 

Sensa: The Lost Language of the Ancient Mys-

teries is a must-read for all serious esoteric 

students interested in language, symbolism, or 

Hierarchical communication—even the mech-

anism of Hierarchical Purpose. It explores as-

pects of “language” far beyond what we ordi-

narily associate with the term. We may come 

away with no greater knowledge of Sensa, as it 

is actually “spoken” by the Logos and high 

initiates, but we gain tremendous insight into 

its essence, the role it plays in the divine econ-

omy, and the myriad of ways in which Sensa 

manifests at our level of being. 

The book is well-written, and the topic materi-

al suitably arranged and explained, but the 

book’s production leaves something to be de-

sired. References are often incomplete, hinder-

ing access to original sources. Most serious, 

the illustrations are woefully small—in many 

cases impossible to read and comprehend. The 

author would do us a great service if enlargea-

ble copies of the graphics were provided in an 

accompanying online medium.  

Readers may be interested in an article Dorje 

Jinpa published in The Esoteric Quarterly, 

Winter 2011: “Sensa: Part One, Archetypal 

Symbolism.” The author prefaced the article 

thus: “The following two-part series of articles 

is adapted from my forthcoming book Sensa: 
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The Lost Language of the Sun, to be published 

by Pentarba Publications 2011. Part Two of the 

article, promised for the Spring 2011 issue, 

never appeared. Part One’s title gave its name 

to Chapter 1 of the present book, and the 

“forthcoming” book’s title to Chapter 2. But 

considerable editing and rearrangement of top-

ics has taken place between the published arti-

cle and Sensa: The Lost Language of the An-

cient Mysteries. The article contained no 

graphics, which might have alleviated the 

problem of the book’s tiny illustrations, but it 

does contain a useful bibliography.  

                                                      John F. Nash 

                                    Johnson City, Tennessee 
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