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The Ce;i,tre of the Universe in Dante's Cosmology:

Inferno XXXIV, 76 and Paradiso XXVIII, 41.

Abstract:
Within the broader context of a discussion of visual images of Dante's
Cosmology, an explanation is offered for Dante's selection of Lucifer's thigh
(fnferno XXXIV, 76) as the central point of the earth and hence of the
spherical, geocentric universe. This is considered in relation to the 'Point'

which is the centre of the Empyrean (Paradiso XXVIII, 41).

The flat—earth view of the universe which was based on Biblical cosmology
and reinforced by the writings of the Church Famthers1 had come into question some
time before Dante wrote the Divina Commedia in the early fourteenth century. The
revival of the ancient idea of the spherical earth and the spherical universe had
received increasing attention as early as the tenth century,2 and the medieval view
of the universe became characterized by adherence to the Aristotelian system in
which the spherical earth was perceived as surrounded by 'nested' concentric
Heavenly spheres bearing the stars and planets.3 As is well known, Dante's
universe, as expressed in the Divina Commedia, followed this general system and it
is perhaps the detailed structure of the universe conveyed in the Divina Commedia
itself which demonstrates most clearly the waning of the flat—earth theory and the
gradual acceptance, amongst the educated classes, of the concept of the spherical
earth within the spherical universe.4 Apart from the Divina Commedia, in the De
Aqua et Terra, Dante also clearly stated that the earth was the centre of the
universe in the spherical system 'as we all know,' and of course he recognized the
existence of thespreviously much debated antipodes where he located Purga,tory.5 In
the Convivio Dante even considered the ancient idea of a moving earth, although he
tended to reject it at this point.6 Here, he commented on his reading of Plato's
major work on cosmology, the Timaeus. Dante clearly understood Plato's universe

as having a central earth which, however, rotated on its axis. He comments:



Plato adopted another opinion, and wrote, in a book of his which is called

Timaeus, that the earth, with the sea, was really the centre of the whole, but

that its whole globe turned round on its centre, following the primal

movement of heaven, but very slowly, because of its gross material, and
because of its extreme distance from that primal movement.7
Dante then follows Aristotle, his 'glorious philosopher,' in refuting these opinions as
false. Aristotle, he says, has conclusively shown 'that the earth is fixed and revolves
not, and that it, together with the ocean, is the centre of the heaven.'8 Thus,
although accepting the ancient ideas on sphericity, the idea of the earth's motion
was ruled out.

In spite of the gradual acceptance of the idea of a spherical earth in a
spherical universe during the later middle ages, the flat—earth concept did not, as
Koestler demonstrates, altogether die out. Along with its associated Biblical notions
of ascent to Heaven and descent to Hell, the idea of a flat earth did continue as a
popular concept amongst the masses, alongside the growing realization that the
earth resembled a globe.9 The idea that the universe still possessed a 'top' and
'bottom' even in the spherical geocentric system is also alluded to in numerous
places in Dante's Divina Commedz’a.lo This seems to relate to the Scriptural
concept as well bearing reference to the Aristotelian system of motion whereby
heavy bodies like souls weighed down by sin move in a straight line towards the
centre of the universe (that is, the centre of the earth); pure light bodies tend to
move upward to the Heavens; and the heavenly bodies themselves were the only
ones to move not in a straight line but in perfect, circular eternal motion.11

In addition to these concepts, it is also important to remember that by the
time of Dante there was an extremely long tradition of symbolism of the circle and
circular motion. This ancient tradition had been continually reinforced by the
writings of the Church Fathers, especially St Augustine. In his On the Magnitude of
the Soul, Augustine examines the symbolism of geometrical shapes, especially the
circle (chapters 7—12). It is the perfect means of enclosing a space with one line

(chapter 8) and is to be regarded as perfect, having 'no angle to break its equality’
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(chapter 11). Since equal lines can be drawn to every part of the boundary from the
one central point, then the 'most excellent of all' is the central point itself of the
circle. 'Reason,' writes Augustine, 'has shown that the circle because of its equality
surpasses all other plane figures.... what else is the regulator of this symmetry than
the point placed in the centre? Much can be said of the function of the point....'12
The continuation of this tradition beyond Augustine has been examined in
particular by Poulet, who also comments on the famous definition of God as a
sphere of which the centre is everywhere and the circumference nowhere, which first

3 In the Vita Nuova

occurs in a twelfth—century collection of Hermetic Writings.:l
XII, the God of love appears to Dante, saying 'I am the centre of a circle to which
all points of the circumference are equidistant,’ which clearly echoes similar
sentiment.14 Thus the idea of the symbolism of the circle, together with the
immense significance of its central generating point, where all 'rays' converge, seems
to have been well established by the time of Dante.

Dante's detailed spherical system of the universe has been illustrated by
many commentators, from almost contemporary accounts up to the present day.
Hell is divided into nine distinct zones, descending in a cone like formation into the
centre of the earth. Size, shape and exact location are specified in a detailed layout
of the physical structure. Similarly, the corresponding 'Heavenly' zones are also
presented in detail. Yet the combination of the idea of the spherical earth in the
spherical universe with the theological notion of ascent to Heaven and descent to
Hell was to result in a major conceptual problem. When the earth is viewed as a
globe in the centre of the universe, and Hell is still located beneath the earth's
surface, then the resultant spherical universe would necessarily be 'haidocentric'
with Hell assuming the all important 'point,'in position at the centre of the
concentric spheres of the universe.

The 'haidocentric' nature of Early Renaissance cosmology, which resulted
from the juxtaposition of the flat—earth 'Up for Heaven and Down for Hell' with the
known sphericity of the earth, has been discussed particularly by Lovejoy in The

Great Chain of Being. Lovejoy commented on the way in which the centre of the
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world was less a position of honour in the medieval mind, than the 'bottom of
creation,' the farthest removed from the Empyrean. The precise centre of the system
was Hell and 'in the spatial sense the medieval world was literally diabolocentric.'®
Koestler takes up Lovejoy's discussion on 'the Great Chain of Being,' showing how
the Chain of existence runs, especially in Dante's cosmology, from God's throne in
the Heavens down through the various circles of Hell to the very centre of the earth.
The hierarchies of devils, duplicating the heavenly hierarchies, extend downwards to
Lucifer in Hell. Occupying the apex of the cone in the precise centre of the earth,
this marked 'the bitter end of the chain.''® The centre of the spherical universe is
occupied by Hell.

This system seems to concur with the medieval idea of the universe as 'a
golden apple with a rotten core,! and especially when Hell becomes the precise
centre, as in Dante's system. As Boyde puts it, Lucifer in Hell is fixed in the centre

17 Visual material which reflects

of the earth, 'like a worm in the core of an apple.
the geocentric view of the universe in the Later Middle Ages and the Early
Renaissance is discussed by Heniger,18 but the exact placement of Hell itself
appears to be studiously avoided in such diagrams. Images frequently omit the
problem of the position of Hell by simply going as far as placing the earth at the
centre of the concentric spheres without locating Hell itself (fig. 1). Early diagrams,
like the so—called T and O maps, often give Jerusalem the central position on the
earth's surface, according to Ezekiel 5:5, 'Thus saith the Lord God; This is
Jerusalem: I have set it in the midst of nations and countries that are round about
her' (see fig. 2).19

In the medieval system, the spherical universe had thus become less
'geocentric' than 'haidocentric', but Dante's system in the Divina Commedia goes
one step further, since it is more precisely, 'diabolocentric.' That is, not just Hell,
but the devil himself sits at the very central point. In Dante's Inferno, the conic
cavity of Hell extends by degrees through the nine different circles until Lucifer

himself is found occupying the precise centre of the earth, 'That is the deepest and

the darkest place,/ the farthest from the heaven that girds all,' (Inferno IX, 28)20
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and the bitter end of the hierarchical 'Chain of Being' — at the directly opposing
location to God in the Empyrean, the metaphysical and symbolic antithesis. In the
final lines of Inferno, Dante's cosmology and his view of the composition of the
universe is thus clarified. Lucifer himself is placed in the deepest point of Hell in the
very centre of the earth, the three mouths of his three—faced figure holding the three
worst sinners: Brutus and Cassius, betrayers of the empire and earthly monarchy,
and Judas, betrayer of the spiritual saviour (Inferno XXIV, 38-67). Early
manuscripts of Dante's Divina Commedia amply demonstrate this (fig. 3).21

The centre of the earth, and hence the sphere of the universe surrounding it
is thus depicted as Lucifer himself, but Dante then pins down the central point of
the universe even more specifically. Dante and Virgil, his guide, continue their
descent down Lucifer's body until they reach 'the point at which the thigh/revolves,
just at the swelling of the hip' (Inferno XXXIV, 76—77).22 At this point they
become 'reversed' as, now climbing upwards, they begin to make their way out
towards Purgatory, which is situated in the southern hemisphere, also demonstrated
by early visual interpretations (as in fig. 4, fourteenth—century) as well as in
Botticelli's drawing of the theme (fig. 5, late ﬁfteenth—century).23 The precise point
chosen by Dante for the very centre of the universe is thus the 'middle' of Satan's
body, as in Botticelli's drawing (fig. 5) where the centre of Satan's body is placed in
a circle with the figures of Dante and Virgil shown in ascent and descent. The even
more specific reading of the central point chosen by Dante of Satan's thigh ('coscia')
is also confirmed by visual material in an early manuscript of the Divina Commedia.
In the fifteenth—century version in the Biblioteca Nazionale, Florence, the point on
Satan's thigh has clearly been used by the artist as the central point of construction
by means of the point of the pair of compasses in the drawing of the circle of the
universe (fig. 6). But, in spite of its importance as the central point of the geocentric
universe, it seems strange that no explanation for Dante's choice of Lucifer's thigh
seems to have been put forward. While most commentaries tend to overlook the

124

significant detail and comment only on the use of the word 'coscia,'™ it seems

reasonable to assume that Dante's selection of this point of the 'thigh' for the centre



of the spherical universe must have deep underlying significance.

It might, of course, be possible to argue at this point that the word 'coscia'
really refers to the 'loins' or even the genitalia of Lucifer, the 'thigh' being the
nearest exterior point anatomically where Dante and Virgil could climb. This
thinking might relate to a general mood in Inferno that there is something derisive
and humiliating about the whole representation of Satan. However, this does not
seem to be the case since this meaning does not really concur with either the
contemporary or modern usage of the term 'coscia.! Dante is very specific in his
choice of words, 'at the point at which the thigh revolves, just at the swelling of the
hip," which cannnot be read as the genitalia. Also, the interpretation of 'coscia' as
'thigh' seems clear in contemporary visual images (such as fig. 6).

Conscious of the problems attached to the haidocentric nature of the
spherical system and in order to avoid, it seems, the dependence of the entire
universe on such an infamous 'point' as Lucifer, Dante introduces, in Paradiso XXI,
his famous concept of the idea of a specific 'Point of Light' in the Empyrean around
which the Heavens revolve (independently of the geocentric system) in perfect,
eternal circular motion. Just as the circle is dependent upon the 'point' which
generates it — a notion emphasized, as mentioned, by Augustine25 — 50 'On Yonder
Point depend the Heavens and the whole of nature,' (Paradiso XXVIII, 41).20 This
point, a point of light symbolisingﬁtt}odhead, is even interpreted as the sun by
Botticelli in his drawings for Paradiso (fig 7), owing, it seems to the traditional

27 In

Sun—Deity analogy which is also emphasized throughout Paradiso by Dante.
view of Dante's introduction of this central 'Point of light' in the Heavens and his
emphasis on it as the central pivot of the celestial realms, what, may we ask, could
be the reason for his selection of Satan's thigh as the central point of Hell and the
terrestrial regions — in fact of the geocentric system?

In his analysis of Dante's innermost circle, and indeed of the Divina
Commedia in general, Singleton emphasizes the importance of opposites and

contrasts between Dante's descriptions of Heaven and Hell, God and Lucifer. As

part of the major theme of contrast between Good and Evil, Heaven and Hell, the
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figure of Lucifer in Hell is presented as the antithesis or antitype of the Christian
God.2® Dante's Satan is presented as an allegory, 'the image of sin, the principle of
evil, the negative counterpart of God, who is the principle of good. As the Godhead
comprises three persons...so Lucifer is pictured three—faced.'> According to
Singleton, the three aspects which in the Trinity represent Power, Wisdom and
Love here represent Hate, Ignorance and Impotence; the six wings of Lucifer
correspond to the 'beasts' at God's throne in Revelations 4:8 and so on.30
Mandelbaum also states that Satan's three faces are a 'grotesque counterversion of
the three persons of the Trinity.'31 And Boyde also comments on Lucifer as 'a
terrible parody' of the Trinity. The terrible wings seem to contrast with the angels;
the wind produced creates a parody of the Holy Spirit. 'Everything is charged with
negative symbolism,' he Writes,?’2 so it does seem highly possible that, just as the
terrestrial sphere counterbalances the celestial, the negative counterpart of Lucifer's
thigh might be that of Christ Himself. The choice of Satan's thigh is thus utilized as
the obvious antithesis of Christ's thigh.

It is well known that Dante made extensive use of Revelations as a source,33
and here we find a unique reference to the thigh of Christ. According to Revelations
19:16, Christ's thigh is the ultimate symbol of His role as both spiritual and
temporal ruler of the entire universe. At the moment of Judgment, Christ the Rider
on the White Horse appears and 'he hath on his vesture and on his thigh a name
written, KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS.™* According to most
commentators, Christ's thigh is chosen in Revelations 19 as the place to bear the
all-important inscription, because of its associations with truth and power. In the
scriptures, the thigh was a symbol of truth used in the swearing of an 0ath3® as well
as a symbol of strength as the place which customarily bore the sword, as in: 'gird
thy sword on thy thigh O most mighty.'36 As a warrior goes into battle with his
sword on his thigh, so Christ's 'weapon ' is His spoken word and in this way the
thigh epitomizes the Godhead.3” So, according to Dante, while the 'King of Kings'
(in Paradiso XXVIII) is the centre of the celestial regions or spiritual universe,

Lucifer's thigh is the centre of the earthly or physical universe. While Christ's thigh



symbolizes all that is good in the universe, the devil's thigh is the final antithesis of

this — the absolute nadir.

The above explanation of Dante's selection of Lucifer's thigh (Inferno
XXXIV, 76) as the significant antithesis to Christ in His role as King, might cause
one to expect or look for some reference to its opposing notion — to Christ's thigh or
to the notion of his temporal and spiritual Kingship (Revelations 19:16) — in the
final sections of Paradiso. If as seems possible, Lucifer's thigh is chosen as the
central point of the terrestrial regions because it is the antithesis of Christ as King,
then one might suppose an association between the latter and the 'point in the
Empyrean' as the centre of the celestial universe. This must remain a topic for
further research and discussion but a possible explanation or answer might be
proposed with reference to Dante's well known use of symbolic numerology.

Since reference to Christ's thigh, or His role of Kingship is not at once
evident in the last cantos of Paradiso, and being aware of Dante's fascination with
numerology and its importance in the Divina Commedia, a cryptic reference may be
argued. It is also well known that numerology plays a very major role in the book of
Revelations itself, from the Seven Stars and Candlesticks in chapter 1, to the
numbers of elders and beasts (chapter 4), the Seven Seals (chapters 5—8), and the
numbers of angels, years and so on.38

Some skepticism has been expressed concerning numerological interpretations
of medieval and Renaissance texts. Gilson comments on the symbolic value of
numbers, while warning of the dangers of taking any number and 'making it signify
what one wishes." He applies these principles himself to the Divina Commedia and
the Vita Nuova, examining 'the bemusing influence of numbers.' 39 Umberto Eco, in
Foucault's Pendulum, also tends to poke fun at the system whereby numerology is
taken to extremes, where 'with numbers you can do anything you like.' But the idea
that 'the universe is a great symphony of numerical correspondences,’ where
'numbers and their symbolisms provide a path to special knowledge,' is also

expressed.40 The origins of medieval and Renaissance numerology in the writings of



the ancient Greek Pythagoreans is demonstrated by Guthrie, and in particular the
symbolism attached to numbers which by continuously adding the integers produce

d.41

the number one, which is the Divine symbol of Go Numerology, when not

distorted to extremes, thus appears to be a reasonable and acceptable procedure to
many amthors.42

From Paradiso XXX, Dante's view of the Empyrean is gradually directed
towards his conception of Christ, the Son of God. Dante's final revelation of
understanding is preceded, in the very last lines of the Paradiso, by a reference to
the ancient geometrical problem of how to square the circle (ParadisoXXXIII,
133—141) which appears somewhat incongruous. The sudden, unexpected
mathematical reference may be explained as a symbol for the ultimate insoluble
problem but has also been read as a reference to the interlinking of the human and
divine, where the square symbolizes the earthly — the circle the perfection of the
Divine. These two aspects of the Godhead are, of course, combined in the person of
Christ Himself. And the concept of Christ as ruler or Lord in both Earthly and
Heavenly realms is exactly that which is epitomized by the phrase 'King of Kings
and Lord of Lords." Applying the principles of Dantean—type numerology, these
concepts may be traced in the proposed Biblical reference (Revelations 19:16) since
'16' is an obvious 'square' and 19 may be read as 1+9 equalling 10, then1 + 0 =1
which is the universal symbol for perfection or Godhead.

*

Dante and Michelangelo

Dante's great importance lies not only in his own achievement but also in the
enormous influence which he exerted on subsequent writers. Not least of the many
figures who were subsequently influenced by Dante was the artist Michelangelo, who
was renowned as a Dante scholar by his contemporaries.43 Dantean influence has
often been claimed on specific works by Michelangelo, and in particular in his fresco
of the Last Judgment in the Sistine chapel (painted 1536—1541). Here, the figures of
Charon and Minos are included and specifically depicted according to Dante's

44

descriptions in Inferno III and V.™" Recently, an even greater influence of the
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Divina Commedia on Michelangelo's Last Judgment has been claimed in the form of
a relationship between the depiction of the beardless Apollonian Christ in the centre
of a circular 'cosmological' format and sources for Sun—symbolism and Cosmology in
Dante's Paradiso.*> Sources for the theme of Sun—symbolism and Cosmology in
Michelangelo's Last Judgment have been traced to scriptural sources, literary
sources and philosophical sources in the writings of the Florentine Neoplatonists. A
case has even been made for the direct influence of the scientific theory of
heliocentricity as put forward by Nicholas Copernicus, since Christ appears to be
depicted like the Sun in the centre of the circular universe.46

More importantly for the present discussion on Dante's use of Lucifer's thigh
and the light symbolising Godhead, as the central points of respectively the
terrestrial and celestial universe, is the observation that Michelangelo used a single
central point in the construction of his fresco. It has been demonstrated that, just as
visual images of Dante's cosmology actually utilized Lucifer's thigh and the
Sun—Deity or Point of light in their construction (respectively figs. 6 and 7), so
Michelangelo also seems to have used a particular central point in the construction
of the circular composition of his fresco of the Last Judgment (fig. 8). By the
manipulation of marked transparencies on a large scale reproduction, the central
point of the construction of Michelangelo's view of the Universe in the Last
Judgment the fresco is found to be situated on the drapery across Christ's thigh,
corresponding exactly with the text of Revelations 19:16, cited above.

An understanding of Dante's universe may therefore lead to a reinforcement
of this recent interpretation of Michelangelo's Cosmology. At the end of Inferno,
references to 'thigh symbolism' are made in a specifically cosmological context. In
Dante's spherical, geocentric view, when he was faced with the problem of finding
an exact centre for the terrestrial spheres of the universe, Dante selected Lucifer's
thigh as the 'haidocentric' point of the terrestrial part of the univese. In terms of
the antithesis between the earthly and celestial areeas, Dante's choice of Lucifer's
thigh was almost certainly chosen as the antitype in meaning of Christ's thigh as

described in Revelations. It therefore seems entirely possible that Michelangelo who
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was so imbued with the ideas of Dante, had logically transferred the idea of the
central point of the universe from Lucifer, not only to the Deity in the form of the
Sun, but even more precisely to the symbolic thigh of Christ Himself. Dante's
images of Lucifer's thigh as the centre of the terrestrial system and the 'Point of
Light' of the Sun—Christ as the centre of the celestial system were thus able to be
combined. Precipitated, it seems, by the knowledge of Copernicus' idea of the
Sun—centred universe (known in the Vatican by 1533) Michelangelo's fresco offered
a far more logical solution to the cosmological arrangement of the universe than
Dante's system — because the centre of both celestial and terrestrial regions were

fused in a single point in Christ, the King.
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