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In honor of the 600th anniversary of Dante’s death, the priest, theologian, art historian, and mathematician Pavel Florensky ended his 1922 tract “Imaginary Numbers in Geometry” (“Mnimosti v geometrii”) with praise for the Tuscan poet’s Ptolemeian worldview and a detailed reading of Dante’s spatially baffling ascent out of the Inferno to Purgatory in The Divine Comedy. The poet’s movement from one realm to another is transposed onto a scientific backdrop; discussion moves from the theoretical transformation of a body moving at the speed of light to the elliptical, non-Euclidean space in which Dante travels. Being more concerned with the cosmological and theological than the then cutting-edge scientific theories of space-time, Florensky was attacked by reviewers who saw his antiquated call for a return to medieval cosmology bizarre and mildly subversive. The same year, Florensky finished but could not publish his famous work on another boundary between worlds, the “Iconostasis.” The language of both texts is not only strikingly similar, but one could claim indebted to Symbolist aesthetics, particularly those of an earlier acquaintance of his, Viacheslav Ivanov. The inclusion of the proto-Symbolist Dante in the concluding remarks of “Imaginaries in Geometry” may be read as an encoded indicator of Florensky’s debt to one Symbolist view of the artist, but from an unsurpassed holistic perspective.
