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Biblical 
Cosmology

• From the Creation (Genesis), to the Last 
Judgment (Revelation) – appears 
primarily based on the flat earth view of 
the universe

• Concept of layered arrangement with 
ranks of Saints, angels, save and damned 
with Christ at the top - where the ‘Good’ 
go up to Heaven; the ‘Bad’ go down to 
Hell

• Carried over to Christian art and 
architecture, especially the Last 
Judgment based on depiction of the 
universe (Heaven, Earth, Hell together)



Hypothesis

• In Michelangelo’s Last Judgment -
Christ is unusually depicted as a 
beardless, Apollonian ‘sun god’ in 
a circular ‘cosmic’ design 

• Could this reflect Copernicus’ 
theory of the sun-centred
universe? (De Revolutionibus)

• Rejected on the grounds of 
dating:

Last Judgment 1541; Copernicus’ 
Revolutions 1543



Sources and 
Evidence

1. Religious (Christian analogy of 
deity and the sun

2. Literary (Dante’s cosmology, 
Michelangelo’s poetry) 

3. Philosophical (Neoplatonic sun-
symbolism)

4. Scientific (Copernican 
heliocentricity)

Together, these show that sun-
symbolism and

Copernican astronomy are key themes 
in the fresco 



Sistine Chapel, 1475 

Ceiling, painted 1508-12







In medio vero omnium residet 
Sol. Quis enim in hoc 
pulcherimo templo lampadem 
hanc in alio meliori loco 
poneret, quam unde totum 
simul possit illuminare. 

Sidiquem non inepte quidam 
lucernam mundi .... 

Sol residens circum agentem 
gubernat Astrorum familiam ...  



By means of the central place which 
Michelangelo reserved in his composition for 
the Sun (Christ-Apollo) … the artist came of 
himself to a vision of the universe which 
surprisingly corresponds to that of his 
contemporary Copernicus. 

Yet he could not have known Copernicus’ 
book which was published in 1543 – at least 
seven years after Michelangelo conceived his 
fresco 

(Charles de Tolnay, 1960) 



Context

1. Traditional links between 
astronomy and iconography

(Old/New Testaments)

1. Traditional versions of the Last 
Judgment

2. Interpretations of Michelangelo’s 
Last Judgment

3. The Italian Renaissance and the 
Classical tradition

4. Theological, Literary, Philosophical 
sources and Scientific sources 



Galla Placidia, 425
S Vitale Ravenna, 6th century



St Mark’s Venice, Creation, 11th cent Monreale, Sicily God Creating the Universe, 1175





Sistine Chapel, 15th century 



Cosmas Indicopleustes, Universe 6th cent  (and diagram)



Cosmas Indicopleustes, Earth, Antipodes 6th cent

Cosmas: impossible to explain how rain 
should fall, how the earth could have 
become covered at the time of the flood. 
Not possible to conceive of ascent to 
heaven (Christian Topography)

Plato: Seeing that the whole is spherical, 
the assertion that it has one region 
‘above’ and one region ‘below’ does not 
become a man of sense Timaeus 63B



Cosmas 
Indicopleustes, 
Universe 6th cent Last Judgment 6th

century (VatGr699)



Vezelay, Last Judgment, 1125 Autun, Last Judgment, 1130-40



Bourges, 1230-65 

Notre Dame Paris, 1163-1250  



S Maria Assunta, Torcello, 12th century Coppo di Marcovaldo, Florence 
Baptistery, late 13th century



Giotto, Last Judgment, c 1305

Giotto, detail, angels ‘rolling 
back the heavens’



Fra Angelico, c 1440

Fra Bartolommeo, S Marco, 1499-1500



Last Judgment showing circular format

Christ-Apollo (pre-cleaning)

NB Clement VII Medici died 1534, succeeded by Paul III Farnese



Preliminary drawing (Bayonne) 1533 Preliminary drawing (Buonarroti) 1534 (Rev 12)



Tradition and Innovation

Inner and outer circles

Aretino said that 
Michelangelo: 

‘hid the mysteries 
under a veil that 
they might not be 
understood by the 
vulgar’

St Peter 



Vasari ‘in a circle around the figure of Christ are innumerable prophets …’



Marcello Venusti’s copy, 1549 Martinus Rota’s copy, 1569 



Hortus deliciarum, English 12th cent
Lydgate m/s, English 15th cent



St Sebastian
Angels saving souls



Resurrection of the dead (The Saved) The Damned (penalty for greed)



Damned soul

St Bartholomew 
(spirit/flesh dichotomy)



Christ-
Apollo

Apollo 
Belvedere



Christ as 
the sun …

light of the 
world

• I am the light of the world; he that followeth me 
shall … have the light of life (John 8:12)

• I am come as a light into the world (John 12:46)

• For the Lord God is a sun and a shield (Psalm 18:11)

• The sun of righteousness shall arise (Malachi 4:2)

• His face did shine as the sun (Matthew 17:2)

• His countenance was as the sun (Revelation 1:16)

• Also: 

• Writings of St Augustine

• Revival/emphasis in Catholic Reformation 

(the Spirituali, Illuminism, Viterbo Group) 



Christ enthroned as Master of the Universe 
Sarcophagus of Junius Bassus 439

Christ as the Sun-God 3rd cent, St Peter’s



Castagno Resurrection 1447 Durer Sol Invictus 1499-1500



Alessandro Botticelli, Lamentation 1492



Florence, Palazzo della Signoria, sun symbol 1528                
NB inscription: Rex Regem et Dominus Dominantium



Charon, Minos – but Dante’s cosmology as well



T&O Map 1250                
(NB Jerusalem as centre)

Diagram of Cosmos, Florence, 15th century 
(earth as centre - ‘geocentric’)



Dante schema, Buonaccorsi, 1440 Diagram, 1980’s (ed. Provenzal)



Giovanni di Paolo Creation and Expulsion 1445

Giovanni di Paolo Illustration to 
Paradiso 38, c 1450

(God in the centre as sun)



Botticelli, drawing for Inferno 34:76

Quando noi fummo là dove la coscia si
volge, a punto in sul grosso de l’anche ..

Topography of Hell, Florence c 1575



Botticelli, Paradiso 27, 1490’sBotticelli, Paradiso 24, 1490’s

I saw a Point that sent forth so acute a light that anyone who faced the force with which it blazed would 
have to shut his eyes ... On yonder point depend the heavens and the whole of nature...’ (Paradiso, 28)

NB – and poems by Michelangelo and Vittoria Colonna



Raphael, School of Athens, 1510-11

Detail, Plato with copy of Timaeus



Ghirlandaio, fresco in Santa Maria Novella, Tornabuoni Cappella [detail]



Marsilio Ficino 
and 

Neoplatonism 

• But in the sixth book on the Republic, that divine man 
[Plato] explains the whole thing and he says that the 
light of the intellect for understanding all things is the 
same God Himself by whom all things are made and he 
compares the Sun and God to each other

• The greatest wonder in Nature...the middle point of all 
that is, the chain of the world, the face of all and the 
knot and bond of the universe (De Amore, book 3)

• The Sun will give you clear signs. Who will dare to say 
that the Sun is false? (De Sole)

• Christ will awaken the dead ‘like the new sun awakens 
the world each spring’

• The sun was the first to be created and was placed at 
the centre of the sky ... It sits, as if occupying a rock in 
the manner of a king



Giorgione Three Philosophers 1509-10









Letter to 
Schoenberg, 

1536

• Some years ago word reached me concerning your 
proficiency of which everybody constantly spoke .... 
For I had learned that you had formulated a new 
cosmology. In it you maintain that the earth moves; 
that the sun occupies the most central place in the 
universe...’ . He goes on ‘I entreat you to 
communicate this discovery of yours to scholars ....
(Cardinal Schoenberg, 1536)

• Narratio prima, 1540

• Revolutions dedicated to Pope Paul III, 1543  



:



:







….on his vesture and on his thigh …. a name written

Revelation 19:16-17












