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Unveiling the Divine Feminine​[1]

Botticelli’s Primavera and The Birth of Venus

with Angela Voss
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Wise Studies presents Unveiling the Divine Feminine, Botticelli’s Primavera and The Birth of Venus with Angela Voss, session one. At Wise Studies we are committed to illuminating the texts and teachings of the world’s great contemplative traditions. In these two lectures about Sandro Botticelli and the meaning behind two of his best loved paintings, Angela introduces you to the esoteric worldview that flourished in the early centuries of the Common Era and was reborn in renaissance Europe.
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Part One: Venus
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True love is nothing other than a certain effort of flying up to divine beauty​[2]

If the soul is the mother of Love, then Venus is identical with the soul, 

and Amor is the soul’s energy​[3]

In this essay about Sandro Botticelli (1444-1510) and the meaning behind two of his best loved paintings, I will be introducing you to the esoteric worldview which flourished in the early centuries CE in cultural centres such as Alexandria in Egypt, and which was reborn in Renaissance Europe.  In fifteenth century Florence, a group of intellectuals centred around the great Platonic philosopher Marsilio Ficino (1433-99) instigated a revival of what was then called ‘the ancient wisdom’, now often referred to as the Western esoteric tradition, or the Perennial Wisdom. This tradition was believed to have originated with the magus Zoroaster in ancient Persia, and passed down through Hermes Trismegistus in Egypt, Pythagoras in Southern Italy and Orpheus in Thrace, culminating in the Platonic Academy in Athens with the teachings of the ‘Divine Plato’, as Ficino called him.  It was then transmitted via the neoplatonists in the early centuries CE, taken up by Islamic mystical philosophy after the establishment of Christianity, and rediscovered in the early 1400s mainly due to the patronage of the great Cosimo de’ Medici in Florence.  He sent for classical manuscripts from the Eastern empire to be brought back to Italy, including lost dialogues of Plato, books of the Corpus Hermeticum and many neoplatonic texts, and he was so impressed by the wisdom he found there that he instructed the young Ficino to devote his life to translating them from Greek to Latin. This was not just a curious, intellectual endeavour. Cosimo and Ficino knew that the universal wisdom contained in these manuscripts was of utmost importance for their contemporary society - and indeed for the spiritual health of humanity.​[4]

Ficino, sponsored by the Medici family including Cosimo’s grandson Lorenzo the Magnificent, founded the Platonic Academy of Florence, a group of humanists and intellectuals who were convinced that this ‘ancient wisdom’ could revitalise a Christianity that had become overly doctrinal and authoritarian.  Their aim was to marry philosophy and religion, to show that Christianity was an expression of a universal religious truth about the divinity and immortality of the human soul, and that one could achieve this realisation through following the teachings of the great sages of the past. Despite the lack of explicit written evidence, there is no doubt in my mind that Ficino and his Academy influenced Botticelli and provided an agenda for his four classical, pagan paintings.

I want to spend some time exploring with you what we mean by a symbolic image in the esoteric sense, because unless we grasp this, Botticelli’s paintings will not reveal their secrets. “Nothing is so characteristic of Pythagorean philosophy as the symbolic, a type of instruction compounded of speed and silence, as in a mystery initiation”​[5] says the last great neoplatonist Proclus (412-485CE), and this tells us that there is something about symbolic perception which has deep spiritual significance. The ancient wisdom combined faith with reason - head and heart knowledge - and it contained an understanding that the human soul could raise its consciousness to a realisation of its innate spiritual identity through a process of initiation. This could happen in different ways - through the path of Platonic philosophy, through ritual practices, and most importantly for the neoplatonists, through cultivating the role of the visionary imagination as a bridge between sense perception of the world and intellectual knowledge of the divine, or gnosis. The imagination was awakened by the symbolic nature of great art, poetry, music or sculpture, which could reflect back through the eyes or ears intimations of another, hidden world, a world beyond the senses, a world beyond all logical or rational discourse, a world that could be glimpsed through a different mode of perception, which, according to the great neoplatonist Plotinus (204-270CE), “we all have but few use”.​[6]

As Carl Jung pointed out, a ‘symbolic sense’ means opening to possibilities of meaning in events or in the world around us which depends on the attitude of the observer, it can never be limited to concrete facts or historical information.​[7]  The Jewish scholar Gershom Scholem explains the difference between signifying and symbolising. We are used to images signifying something, that is, representing something concrete, but the symbol, he says, “signifies nothing and communicates nothing, but makes something transparent which is beyond expression”.​[8] The great French Islamicist Henry Corbin elaborates on this:


Symbol is the only possible expression of that which is symbolised, that is to say of the thing signified with which it symbolizes. It can never be deciphered once for all. Symbolic perception effects a transmutation of the immediate data (the sensible and literal data) and renders them transparent. In the absence of the transparency brought about in this manner, it is impossible to pass from one level to another.​[9]


This ‘passing from one level to another’ in an inner sense is exactly what images were intended to facilitate in the esoteric understanding of hierarchies of being within the universe and within the soul. The metaphor implies a vertical movement of deepening insight, not the ‘horizontal’ gathering of outer information which we usually take for knowledge. 

I will come back to the neoplatonic metaphysics of the imagination at the end of this essay, after we have had a chance to contemplate the images themselves unencumbered by too much theory. Alas there are few, if any, art historians who do move in this way, as James Elkins laments in his wonderful little book Pictures and Tears. I am not an art historian, so I cannot claim the historiographical expertise you will find elsewhere. But I do want to try to open up for you hidden dimensions of these paintings which I believe can still reveal their truths today, and which are much needed in a world which regards imagination as mere irrelevant
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