
CelioCalcagnini’s
Philosophical Defense of 

the Motion of the Earth
(ca. 1518)

pietrodaniel.omodeo@unive.it



Overview

• Quod caelum stet, Terra moveatur - A neglected source of 

geokinetic cosmology in Copernicus’s age

• Calcagnini’s brief prosopographic information

• His philosophical perspective

• Terrestrial motions and their causes

• Concluding remarks 



Quod caelum stet –
A neglected source of geokinetic astronomy?



Date?

1518/19?

1533 (terminus ante quem)



Copernican principle stated

[Hiketas and Archimedes] believe that the heavens, the Sun, the 

Moon, the stars, and the rest of the higher things, are stationary, 

and that nothing in the world moves except for the Earth, 

which, as it turns and twists around its axis at maximum speed, 

itself accomplishes everything that, if the Earth were stationary, 

would involve the motion of the heavens.



Calcagnini’s Prosopography (1479-1541)

• Chair utriusque linguae at Ferrara  (1509)

• Canon of the Ferrara cathedral (1510)

• Secretary to cardinal Ippolito d’Este

• Conclusion of jurisprudence studies at Ferrara (1514)

• 1517 Hungary (Eger) / interactions with Jacob Ziegler

• 1518 Cracow (Sigismund and Bona Sforza)

• 1531 Opening poem for Ziegler’s commentary to Pliny’s Natural 
History (Basel 1531). 

• Opera aliquot (post. Basel 1544)



Opera aliquot

• Epistolicarum quaestionum, et epistolarum familiarium lib. XVI

• Poems, court orations and diplomatic discourses

• Philosophical summaries (Aristotle’s Ethics, Politics and De sensu + 
Meteorology)

• Minima moralia: De patientia, De concordia, De calumnia, De salute ac recta 
valetudine

• Apologus super inscitia

• De imitatione, De verborum et rerum significatione, Compendium rhetoricae

• De libero animi motu, In sacramentum Eucharistiae sermo

• Quod studia sunt moderanda, Encomion artium liberalium



Conception of the arts

Our forefathers wanted those arts to be called liberal, which are worthy of the free man. For 
they were sedentary occupations to which men of servile and lowly condition were not 
admitted. Indeed, it was not lawful to teach painting and optics to servants. Or they are 
called such because those who are introduced to such arts are liberated from the lordship of 
vices in a supreme and legitimate way. They are indeed so conjoined with each other 
that without the support of each other they are unable to stand. That is why the 
Greeks called them an encyclopedia, since they are kept bound together in a circular 
sphere, as if embraced. This is how things must be. Indeed, it is not possible for 
someone to learn one of them without the support of the others. Each requires the 
support of the one next to it and akin to it, and needs to be enlightened by the rays of 
others. Therefore, we are wont to collect them under one name, either philosophy or 
humanity. In fact, the study of humanity is what is most proper and peculiar to man, since 
this appellation encompasses all that pertains to human knowledge. There is nothing in 
heaven or under heaven that man is not interested in exploring.

Calcagnini, Quod studia sunt moderanda



The philosophical perspective
of Quod coelum stet: constructive scepsis

Have you not heard that in the ancient Academy it was thought, 

concerning things and the entire nature, that nothing can be 

understood or comprehended with certainty? Such a doctrine is mere 

insipience [ignoratio] or at least something like insipience.



Beyond the senses: terrestrial motion

Some might ask me what such a long speech is aimed at: to make it 

clear to you that you should not trust your eyes to the point of 

accepting as convincing and established what they tell you. I told you 

that this celestial sphere [ambitum], which you believe to be revolving 

on itself at unspeakable speed, and this Sun and those stars, which 

you think to be involved in a single circular motion, are not only 

stationary, and enjoy perpetual stillness embedded in their spheres, 

but also, in truth, this Earth, which you believe to be fixed and 

motionless (so your sight deceives you) does not stand still or at rest 

by the weight of its matter [grandioribus elementis], as most believe.



Moral and cognitive limitation of the 
senses

Malum maximum hominibus opinio falsa (Gorgias)

Provehimur portu terraeque urbesque recedunt (Eneid III 72)

'We turn away from the harbor, and the land and the cities turn away.'



Terrestrial motions

• Daily rotation

• Inclination / libration of the axis

• Trepidation? Annual revolution?



On the Sun: excellence and immobility

Often, as I contemplate the perennial nature of celestial things, I 

am amazed by the greatness and brightness of the 'eternal light,' 

to which nothing less befits than motion, and of all kinds of 

motion that which is called circular. As it descends from itself and 

returns to itself, it seems not suitable, since no other contains 

more contrary elements and (more than any other thing) is 

divided within itself.



The Sun: Seasons and distance

From this [the Sun] nourishment is given to animate beings, from this

the years and seasons follow one another. Certainly not because it [the 

Sun] sometimes departs [abscedat] from us and then turns back 

[revertatur]-which is common opinion-but because we sometimes

approach it and sometimes turn away from it. And really it cannot be 

considered sufficiently acceptable that what for nothing needs us

should desire and be conditioned by our desire; on the contrary, what

without it can neither be nourished nor formed nor propagated, would

cease and neglect to provide for its own needs.



Planetary theory?

And what shall I say about the trepidation of the eighth sphere, what 

shall I say about the motion of the various epicycles and deferents? 

Although all this—as Proclus said—was introduced καθ᾿ὑπόθεσιν (as 

a hypothesis) by recent authors, nevertheless they were accepted and 

approved with great consensus of mathematicians by those who found 

no other way to prove the various aspects of the universe and what of 

them they call τὰ φαινόμενα. Why is it that what is inherent in the 

Earth they nevertheless attributed to the heavens, with supreme 

conflict of mind? 



(Pythagorean) discretion

If [the supporters of terrestrial immobility regarding the eighth 

sphere and planetary theory] will privately present to me some 

explanation regarding these topics, then I promise that I will do 

the same in good faith—even by taking an oath.



Terrestrial motion: reasons & arguments

• Self-preservation of the imperfect/corruptible bodies
• Sunflowers metaphor (elitropia)

• Magnet metaphor

• Excellence/imperfection argument

• Vital principle rel. to an animal-like Earth

• ‘Achilles’ argument (velocity of rotation)

• Background argument (rel. to the fixed stars)

• Sea tides

• Mythology: terra volitat (Hesiod's winged Earth and Mimnermus’s sleeping 
Sun)



Classical authorities

Calcagnini

Nicetas et ipse Archimedis popularis, 
caelum, solem, lunam, stellas, supera
denique omnia stare censet, neque praeter
terram rem ullam in mundo moveri: quae
quom circum axem se summa celeritate
convertat et torqueat, eadem effici omnia, 
quae si stante Terra caelum moveretur. 
Atque hoc etiam Platonem in Timaeo dicere
quidam arbitrantur, sed paulo obscurius, ut
etiam apud Ciceronem annotatum
reperimus. 

Copernicus, Uppsala Copernicana

12

Apud Ciceronem libro secundo
academicarum quaestionum Nicetus
Syracusius, ut ait Teophrastus, caelum, 
Solem, Lunam, stellas, supera denique
omnia stare censet, neque praeter Terram
rem ullam in mundo moveri. Quae cum circa 
axem se summa celeritate convertat et 
torqueat, eadem effici omnia, quae si stante
terra caelum moveretur, atque hoc etiam
Platonem in Timaeo dicere quidam
arbitrantur, sed paulo obscurius. 



"See Cicero's Academicae quaestiones, Book II: Hiketas of Syracuse, 

according to Theophrastus, argues that the heavens, the Sun, the 

Moon, the stars, and everything above is motionless and that nothing 

in the world moves other than the Earth. If it rotates and revolves 

around its axis with maximum speed, it produces the same effects as 

if the Earth were motionless and the heavens were moving. Some are 

of the opinion that Plato stated these ideas in the Timaeus though in a 

more obscure way, on which we have found an annotation by Cicero." 

Copernicus, gloss to Pliny’s Natural History (Copernicana 12) 



Some conclusions

Io vorrei poter avere la veridica eloquenza di Mimnermio poeta (dirò, 

Copernicano), il quale, come referisce Celio Calcagnino nel Discorso

del moto della Terra, finse ne’ suoi poemi, il Sole giacere in letto, e così

essere rapito da luogo a luogo, alludendo allo stabile moto di quello nel

mezzo del cielo, perché sperarei avere ragionevole maniera da poter

ringratiare il mio Sig.re Galileo; ma vaglia il silente affetto in vece d’un 

furore poetico, e credasi più a una sincerità matematica, quale è il 

ringraziamento cordialissimo che nudamente io porgo con la presente a V.S 

Ecc.ma dell’honore ricevuto dal S.re Prencipe Cesis nell’havermi ascritto al 

rotolo de’ S.ri Lincei col mezzo di lei. 

Cesare Marsili to Galileo (Bologna, 22 April 1625)



Calcagnini’s position in the cosmological 
debate of the Renaissance
• Establishment of commonplaces:

• Earth-ship metaphor

• Achilles argument

• Earth-magnet metaphor

• Sea tides argument

• Establishment of authorities:

• Hiketas et alii

• Vergil’s ‘Coperican’ verse “Provehimur portu terraeque urbesque recedunt”

• Timaeus

• Style:

• Humanistic erudition and dialectic rather than mathematical deduction

• A reservoir of images, references, arguments…

• An open-ended project
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