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The Wealth of the Infinite Sky 
 

“A starry sky, the planets and the heavens with all the zodiacal constellations”: with these 

words in the fifteenth century Lucio Marineo Siculo for the first time describes The Sky of 

Salamanca by Fernando Gallego, the wonderful fresco decorating the vault of the Old University 

Library of Salamanca. The “sky’s full astrological picture” that Gallego conceived for his chapel, 

gathering the biblical and Christian tradition of astrology, witnesses the conjunction of art and 

astronomy as well as the cultural, ideological and religious atmosphere that from the 

Renaissance onwards has given life to some of the most astonishing ceilings all around the 

world. After the great hall of the Palazzo della Ragione in Padua and the Room of the Months of 

Palazzo Schifanoia in Ferrara, great iconographic programmes were developed for the vaults 

decorating buildings in the fifteenth and sixteenth century both in Italy and elsewhere: from the 

main chapel in the Sacrestia Vecchia of San Lorenzo and the Cappella Pazzi in Florence, the 

Cappella Chigi and the Villa Farnesina in Rome – to name just a few of the most famous examples 

– to the vault of New York’s Grand Central station or that of the Ulugh Beg Observatory in 

Samarkand.  

The constellations, the planets and the zodiacal signs depicted on these ceilings are all 

arranged in such a way as to represent a well-defined moment, all act according to a reasonable 

order and contribute to the “the great tale narrated by the […] sky itself, of its movements and 

colors, its shapes and myths, its song and its music”. This is the programme that Piero Boitani 

announced in Looking Upwards. Stars in Ancient and Medieval Culture and this he now brings to 

completion in The Machine of the World. The Modern Cosmos, a brilliant companion to the 

former volume published in 2017. The new book is devoted to the “great and noble picture” of 

“the machine of the world… with its vast heaven so resplendent with bright stars” and explores 

the image of the stars that humanity constructed for itself from the sixteenth century onwards. 

The “passion for the sky and the stars”, a “‘reach for the skies’ imperative” characterizes the 

modern era, as Boitani’s superb reading of the evolution of the new image of the cosmos in 

literature, music and the visual arts reveals. Not only painters celebrate the “ways of the dark 

night” with the invention of the “nocturne absolute”, but all over Europe poets turn their eyes 

to the night and the immensity of the cosmos and to the new horizons opened up by the ‘Age 

of Discovery’ and the scientific revolution at the turn of the sixteenth century. “Stars will shine 

always” in painting, in literature and in music: Wordsworth sings the “silent face” of Newton 

while Keats compares the wonder he felt as he discovered the Odyssey to that of the scientist in 

front of a new planet and Leopardi transforms Dante’s “stunning of the spirit” into pained 

wonder at the power of evil. 



All the great novelists raise their glance to “the wealth of the infinite sky”. Revealing his 

affection for them and inebriated by the contemplation of the cosmos, Goethe’s Werther 

establishes the stars as a symbol of happiness and a “poetics of the night” emerges in 

Hawthorne, who believes that night and moonlight contribute to define the ideal situation for a 

writer of romance, while on at least three occasions Melville establishes a relationship between 

the white whale and the heaven. The extraordinary passion for the stars that emerges in Hugo, 

Manzoni, Dostoevsky and Tolstoy also characterizes music and opera. The awe-inspiring prelude 

to Haydn’s Creation, the nocturnes by Chopin and the fascinating merging of music, night and 

stars in the most famous arias and passages of opera testify to the never-ending attraction that 

humanity has shown for the starry sky ever since its origin. The wonder men felt as they 

contemplated “the phenomena of the moon and those of the sun and the stars” when they at 

first began to philosophize – as Aristotle writes in his Metaphysics – becomes the subject of art 

in the twentieth century, when science turns its attention to the “aesthetics of the night and the 

stars”, while literature and music show a renewed interest in recent scientific discoveries. As 

Primo Levi suggests when he describes his apocalyptic landscape fearing that man might lose his 

capacity for wonder, the message the stars send now is very different from that they sent to 

Dante. The works of Quenau, Paul Celan, Louis MacNeice, Charles Wright, Ernesto Cardenal and 

Haroldo de Campos prove that it is still possible to write poetry out of modern astronomy and 

cosmology. Poetry can sing the stars, although they are ineffable, science can be translated into 

poetry: the poet can discover “the law of the stars and the formula of the flowers”, as Marina 

Cvetaeva wrote in 1918.  
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