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Explore the cultural significance of a lunar myth.
The Immaculate Moon of Apocalypse and the Evolution of its Mythic Image
[bookmark: _Hlk130925757]
[bookmark: _Hlk130995531]The Moon has been prominent in myth, accompanying various civilizations with its charming beauty and regular motion. Its cultural impact has mainly been characterized by an association with motherly qualities. The contrasting relationship between the symbolically forthright Sun and the inwardly oriented Moon embeds a balanced narrative of natural polar opposites. From this archaic association with natural feminine qualities emerges a traditional view of the Moon which is filled with enchantment, unattainability and idealism. This essay will explore the biblical passage of Revelation 12:1 and its connection with the Moon, as it represents one of the major Western narratives which have given prominence to the satellite. Although this Christian story has been associated with images of purity and transcendence, scientific discoveries later challenged the ancient perception of the Moon as “immaculate”.
The whole sky, with its regular dynamics, has constituted fertile mythological ground in most cultures. Perhaps the firmament has been so central along humanity’s quest for both knowledge and enchantment because of its public accessibility. Burkert defined myth as a ‘traditional tale with secondary, partial reference to something of collective importance’.[footnoteRef:1] From a cosmological point of view, several narratives about elements or dynamics of the observable sky can be found in the history of different civilizations. As to the Moon, the Christian world has traditionally perceived it as a symbol of feminine divinity. Nevertheless, different interpretations exist, due to different cultural developments which challenged the ancient halo of purity and innocence which surrounded the cultural Moon. In order to begin this investigation, it is necessary to analyse the narrative of Apocalypse 12:1, in which St. John recounted a mystical vision involving the battle of a woman against evil: [1:  Burkert, Walter. “Structure and History in Greek Mythology and Ritual”, University of California Press, 1982, p. 23] 

And there appeared a great wonder in heaven, a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Anonymous. (1680), The Holy Bible Containing the Old Testament and the New, Revelation Ch.XII. ProQuest, Oxford: At the Theater in Oxford [for Moses Pitt, Peter Parker, Thomas Guy, and William Leak, all in London], 1680-1682.] 

Early theological interpretations of this passage describe it as the narrative of a Marian apparition. Unger suggested that there is enough historical evidence from theologians and scholars to consider it certain that the Apocalyptic woman cited in Apocalypse 12:1 is the Virgin Mary.[footnoteRef:3] In The Woman Clothed with the Sun, Pelikan specified that one of the earliest references to the Virgin Mary dates back to the fourth century, and that it is contained within a biography of the philosophical theologian and mystic Gregory of Nyssa.[footnoteRef:4] Pelikan listed evidence which appears to support the idea that the Apocalyptic Woman was considered to be Mary in early Christianity. Though this traditional Marian association would probably be rejected by many Protestants today, it is vital to consider the huge relevance this particular idea still has for the Catholic world. In fact, the centrality of Mary within certain orders of the Catholic community highlights the weight which feminine imagery carries within modern theology as well. The importance of traditional links between the symbolism of Revelation 12:1 and the Virgin Mary was enhanced by the declarations made by popes Saint Pius X and Pius XII during the twentieth century. Pope Saint Pius X, in his encyclical letter Ad Diem Illum Laetissimum (1904) stated: ‘Everyone knows that this woman signified the Virgin Mary’,[footnoteRef:5] linking St. John’s vision with her Assumption into heaven. However, few protestant scholars would currently agree with this association, since they prefer to see the woman in question as a symbolic representation of the Mother Church. Either way, the motherly imagery which emerges from this symbolic association is a stalemate of the doctrinal desire to infuse the Moon with transcendental purity and respectability. In Mary for Evangelicals, Tim Perry addressed the gap between Catholic Mariology and the perception of Mary in Protestantism. In the same book, he acknowledged that Marian interpretations of Revelation 12 began in the 5th century.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  Unger, Dominic. “DID ST. JOHN SEE THE VIRGIN MARY IN GLORY? (Concluded).” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly, vol. 12, no. 4, 1950, p. 405.]  [4:  Pelikan, Jaroslav. “The Woman Clothed with The Sun.” Mary Through the Centuries: Her Place in the History of Culture, Yale University Press, 1996, p. 178.]  [5:  AD DIEM ILLUM LAETISSIMUM (Feb. 2nd, 1904). ENCYCLICAL OF POPE PIUS X ON THE IMMACULATE CONCEPTION TO THE PATRIARCHS, PRIMATES, ARCHBISHOPS, BISHOPS, AND OTHER ORDINARIES IN PEACE AND COMMUNION WITH THE APOSTOLIC SEE. https://www.vatican.va/content/pius-x/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-x_enc_02021904_ad-diem-illum-laetissimum.html.]  [6:  Perry, Tim. “Mary For Evangelicals: Toward an Understanding of the Mother of our Lord”, ‎IVP Academic, 2006, p. 113] 

According to Biblical narrative, Mary conceived Jesus, the Son of God and Messiah, via Immaculate Conception. Her feminine virtue, divinity, innocence and purity are also traditionally associated with magnificence and victory. In the Munificentissimus Deus (1950), Pope Pius XII defined the dogma of Mary’s Assumption, mentioning her triumph over death and glorious entrance into heaven.[footnoteRef:7] In Queen of Heaven, Pelikan quoted St. Bernard Clairvaux, who had referred to Mary’s ‘virginal lamp’, which illumines both ‘the world and heavenly fatherland’. Pelikan also wrote that the Assumption raised Mary above angels, archangels and saints.[footnoteRef:8] These mythic views of the incorruptible, triumphant Virgin placed her in a privileged position, from which she might even be capable of interacting with the heavenly bodies. Because of the traditional Christian view of Mary as flawless (in Latin sine macula), many theologians and artists considered the Moon she was standing upon to be as impeccable as her. There used to be a tendency to perceive the Moon as a celestial embodiment of purity, perhaps the indication of a cosmological link between the notion of Mary’s divine invulnerability and the incorruptibility of the cosmos. However, the concept of an immaculate Moon can also be traced back to Aristotelian cosmology, which considered the sky to be unaffected by corruption. Galileo’s discovery of the irregularity of the lunar surface caused him to depart from the ancient Aristotelian idea of spherical perfection.[footnoteRef:9] In an article on the perception of the Virgin in 17th century Rome, Ostrow specified that during the Middle Ages and Renaissance, many had commented on Apocalypse by describing the Moon of Saint John’s vision as a corrupt entity.[footnoteRef:10] The mutable essence of that Moon was often linked to the impure Earthly realm, and Mary-Church would be seen as the liberating, transcendental force which was not bound to the vicissitudes of Earthly life. Nevertheless, in St. John’s apocalyptic vision, the Sun, Moon and stars play an important allegorical role, and they accompany the Blessed Virgin on her battle against evil. [7:  Pope Pius XII. “MUNIFICENTISSIMUS DEUS” (Nov. 1, 1950), APOSTOLIC CONSTITUTION OF DEFINING THE DOGMA OF THE ASSUMPTION.
https://www.vatican.va/content/pius-xii/en/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_p-xii_apc_19501101_munificentissimus-deus.html]  [8:  Pelikan, Jaroslav. “The Queen of Heaven, Her Dormition and Her Assumption.” Mary Through the Centuries: Her Place in the History of Culture, Yale University Press, 1996, p. 206.]  [9:  Campion, Nicholas. “A History of Western Astrology Volume II: The Medieval and Modern Worlds.” United Kingdom, Bloomsbury Publishing, 2009, p. 144.]  [10:  Ostrow, Steven F. “Cigoli’s Immacolata and Galileo’s Moon: Astronomy and the Virgin in Early Seicento Rome.” The Art Bulletin, vol. 78, no. 2, 1996, p. 233.] 

Among the numerous Marian illustrations of the Apocalyptic Woman, the Mexican Virgin of Guadalupe is considerably emblematic (Fig.1). According to Catholic tradition, the painting was not handmade, but the product of divine intervention. The Virgin is said to have appeared to an Indian labourer called Juan Diego in 1531, and consequently asked for a church to be built on that site in her honour. The painting is believed to have materialized on Diego’s cloak after he spread some roses near the palace of the Bishop of Mexico.[footnoteRef:11] The image of the Mary of Guadalupe shows a woman standing on a crescent Moon, surrounded by Solar light. This representation contains elements of the Apocalyptic Woman’s story, highlighting the historical connection between the biblical lady clothed with the Sun and the Virgin Mary. The Mary of Guadalupe appears as a motherly, contemplative figure, and the image itself does not encompass a description of the pain of the Apocalyptic Woman. In an article about the painting in question, Harrington specified the difference between the imported image of the Catholic Virgin and the indigenous, Meso-American cultural depictions of the mother-goddess Coatlicue.[footnoteRef:12] Whilst the former was imported by the Spanish conquerors as a compassionate and nurturing figure, the latter represented a dramatic version of the ancient archetypal Mother. Harrington suggested that the Aztecs might have initially received Mary as an overwhelming and dangerous figure, whose images were carried by the Spanish soldiers during their conquests.[footnoteRef:13] This historical perspective is symbolic of the Mother-archetype duality. One side of this archaic image is generally nurturing and bountiful, while the other can be utterly destructive.  [11:  Harrington, Patricia. “Mother of Death, Mother of Rebirth: The Mexican Virgin of Guadalupe.” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, vol. 56, no. 1, 1988, p. 25.]  [12:  Harrington. “Mother of Death, Mother of Rebirth”, p. 26.]  [13:  Harrington. “Mother of Death, Mother of Rebirth”, p. 29.] 
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Figure 1 – Unknown, Original image of Our Lady of Guadalupe, 1531, painting on a cloak,
Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe, Mexico City

In Lodovico Cigoli’s fresco Assumption of the Virgin (Fig.1), Mary of the Immaculate Conception is represented in the context of Apocalypse 12:1. In a study on Cigoli’s representation, Ostrow confirmed the early Christian association between the Moon’s symbolic qualities and those of Jesus’ divine mother. He wrote about the ancient conception of the Apocalyptic Woman as the ‘Virgin-Church’ who, like the Moon, reflected the brilliant light of Christ.[footnoteRef:14] His analysis also highlights the fact that there has been a link between the biblical Mother-Son connection and the Sun-Moon celestial duality. Ostrow also specified that, since the Middle Ages, the Moon would have to be artistically represented as a perfect celestial body in order to be associated with Mary.[footnoteRef:15] To avoid corrupting the Virgin’s immaculate image, artistic renditions of Apocalypse 12:1 often contained a pristine Moon. Therefore, within the chaotic scene of the Apocalyptic battle against evil, the only elements which carried harmony and bliss remained the Sun, Moon, stars, and the Woman.  [14:  Ostrow. “Cigoli’s Immacolata and Galileo’s Moon”, p. 225.]  [15:  Ostrow. “Cigoli’s Immacolata and Galileo’s Moon”, p. 225.] 
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Figure 2 - Lodovico Cigoli, Assumption of the Virgin, 1612, fresco, Pauline Chapel, Santa Maria Maggiore
(photo: Steven Zucker)

The advent of the scientific revolution exposed aspects of reality which had been hitherto unknown. One of the major events which affected the popular perception of the Moon was Galileo’s telescopic observation of its surface. Ostrow proposed the idea that Galileo might have shown the astronomical engravings contained in the Siderus nuncius (Messenger from the stars, 1610) to the painter Lodovico Cigoli in 1611.[footnoteRef:16] In that publication, Galileo offered a rendition of the rugged surface of the Moon, which clearly departed from the ancient idea of an immaculate lunar surface. Ostrow also quoted Chappell, who specified that Cigoli’s decision to paint an imperfect lunar image in Assumption of the Virgin (Fig.1) was a reference to Galileo’s recent discovery.[footnoteRef:17] The two scholars highlighted Panofsky’s words, which connected the Assumption Mary of Cigoli and Galileo’s drawings. In Galileo as a Critic of the Arts, Panofsky stated that Cigoli’s frescoes in S.M. Maggiore were an act of ‘loyal devotion’ towards ‘his great friend’ Galileo.[footnoteRef:18] Cigoli’s painting of the Assumption raised questions about the changing role of the Moon in Christianity. Ostrow specified that no passage in the holy scripture actually defined the Moon as a perfect sphere, yet he acknowledged that the new cosmology would potentially threaten tradition.[footnoteRef:19] Therefore, one could ask whether the idea of associating perfection with the Moon was an essential principle of Christianity, or a concept constructed over many centuries in accordance with a universally recognized emotional relationship between humanity and the satellite. [16:  Ostrow. “Cigoli’s Immacolata and Galileo’s Moon”, p. 229.]  [17:  Chappell, Miles. “Cigoli, Galileo, and Invidia.” The Art Bulletin, vol. 57, no. 1, 1975, p. 93, cited in Ostrow. “Cigoli’s Immacolata and Galileo’s Moon”, p. 222.]  [18:  Panofsky, Erwin. “Galileo as a Critic of the Arts: Aesthetic Attitude and Scientific Thought.” Isis, vol. 47, no. 1, 1956, p. 3.]  [19:  Ostrow. “Cigoli’s Immacolata and Galileo’s Moon”, p. 232.] 

Literature has offered diverse cultural interpretations of the Moon. In Canto X of Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy, the author and Beatrice entered the Fourth Sphere of Paradise, that of the Sun. They became surrounded by twelve luminous circles which represented an equal number of wise souls. In Beatrice in the Sun, Beal argued that the biblical woman of Revelation was represented by Dante as Beatrice.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Beal, Rebecca S. “Beatrice in the Sun: A Vision from Apocalypse.” Dante Studies, with the Annual Report of the Dante Society, no. 103, 1985, p. 58.] 

Poi, sì cantando, quelli ardenti soli 
si fuor girati intorno a noi tre volte, 
come stelle vicine a’ fermi poli[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Alighieri, Dante. “The Divine Comedy: Volume 3: Paradiso.” (trans. Sinclair, John D.). Oxford University Press, 1961, p. 150.] 


When, singing thus, these burning suns
had circled round us three times,
like stars near the steadfast poles (trans. Sinclair)[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Sinclair. “The Divine Comedy”, p. 151.] 


With these words, Dante described how the luminous souls rotated three times around him and Beatrice, comparing their movement to that of the stars around the fixed celestial poles. Beatrice is described by Dante as “bella donna” (beautiful woman), surrounded and embellished by the twelve luminaries as if by a garland of flowers. Beal added that Dante altered the apocalyptic narrative with the description of two additional circles of light, in order to promote a trinitarian image.[footnoteRef:23] Beatrice symbolically stands upon the Moon in Canto X;[footnoteRef:24] in fact, the satellite is epitomised as a woman, and the halo which surrounds it when the air is humid is compared to the melodious chant of the rotating luminous souls. Dante’s idealization of Beatrice as the embodiment of perfection and grace is reminiscent of the traditional interpretations of the Apocalyptic Woman. In Dante’s narrative, it is possible to discern the typical enchantment towards the feminine side of existence which has traditionally been reflected in the relationship between humanity and the Moon. There is a fascinating parallelism between numerous cross-cultural depictions of the Moon as a feminine, enchanting entity, and Dante’s allegoric allusions to the Moon-related myth of Revelation. If the Apocalyptic Woman was represented as Beatrice, as suggested by Beal,[footnoteRef:25] her significance within the narrative of The Divine Comedy would go beyond the mere experience of love. In fact, the author envisioned Beatrice as the personification of theological liberation. [23:  Beal, Rebecca S. “Bonaventure, Dante and the Apocalyptic Woman Clothed with the Sun.” Dante Studies, with the Annual Report of the Dante Society, no. 114, 1996, pp. 209-210.]  [24:  Beal. “Beatrice in the Sun”, p. 72.]  [25:  Beal. “Beatrice in the Sun”, p. 58.] 

Recent scientific discoveries have further influenced the Moon’s popular image. One of the most significant moments for space travel was the landing of 1969, which allowed humanity to establish a more tangible connection with the satellite. Since the Lunar missions of the late 1950s, new images of the Moon had started to circulate. In La Terra Vista Da Lontano (The Moon Seen From Afar, my translation), Assante explained that the scientific expeditions to the Moon influenced the artistic world as well.[footnoteRef:26] Especially in the literary realm, where a connection between the inner and outer dimensions is generally sought, that astronautical focus on the Moon deeply challenged traditional ideology. Notably, the Italian poet Giuseppe Ungaretti commented on the event soon after it occurred, evoking in the collective a nostalgic image of the satellite. In a series of photos taken by Giorgio Lotti, Ungaretti appeared in front of some television screens which were showing images of the event.[footnoteRef:27] The elderly man appeared contemplative, as he was witnessing news which enriched his inner connection with the lunar realm. Before that, Ungaretti had frequently mentioned the Moon in his works, generally offering a sentimental view of it. He once wrote that young couples would always unite under its evening light, and that the satellite would maintain its timeless charm in the face of scientific advancements.[footnoteRef:28] The threat of modernization awakened in Ungaretti the fear of losing touch with the inspiring qualities of the satellite. This sentimental view of the Moon is commonly shared within different cultures and philosophies, as well as astrology. The deep spiritual significance of moonlight, with its romantic flavour, is part of a great number of cultures, and Ungaretti envisioned the possible repercussions that an astronautical expansion could have had on the cultural appreciation of Earth’s orbital companion. [26:  Assante, Maria S. "La terra vista da lontano: Montale, Ungaretti e Zanzotto e le missioni lunari." La terra vista da lontano: Montale, Ungaretti e Zanzotto e le missioni lunari Fabrizio Serra Ed, 2015, p. 31.]  [27:  Lotti, Giorgio. “Ungaretti e l’uomo sulla Luna”, colored photograph, Mondadori, Roma, 1969.
https://www.mondadoristore.it/Ungaretti-uomo-sulla-Luna-Giorgio-Lotti/eai120120108625/#tabMenu-6]  [28:  Magionami, Paolo. “Gli anni della Luna: 1950-1972: l’epoca d’oro della corsa allo spazio”, Springer Science & Business Media, 2009, p. 49.] 

In the 1960s, Calvino offered a different perspective. In the Moon he saw delicateness and vulnerability, rather than flawlessness and serenity. Maggiore stated that Calvino’s Moon did not carry its traditional loftiness, because it was ‘submitted to the laws of human time’.[footnoteRef:29] Moreover, Calvino’s words were not so friendly towards scientific progress in general; in fact, referring to the celestial vault, he mentioned how it was likely to get contaminated like a dumping ground.[footnoteRef:30] Speaking of ‘de-naturalization’, he proposed the idea that humanity’s attachment to nature ends up damaging the environment. Maggiore referred to Calvino’s Le Cosmicomiche, a collection of sky-related narratives in which also the Moon is featured. In that work, the author acknowledged humanity’s cosmic integration, but he also referred to the ‘degradation of myth’.[footnoteRef:31] Therefore, it seems that Calvino linked the perceivable environmental decay with the undoing of timeless sky-related myths. The considerations made by Calvino highlighted the vulnerability of the Moon in popular myth, as if reminding the reader that whatever represents beauty is often feared to become corrupted too easily. [29:  Maggiore, Rosanna. “CALVINO, LEOPARDI E LA LUNA, « TRA LEVITAZIONE DESIDERATA E PRIVAZIONE SOFFERTA ».” Studi Novecenteschi, vol. 43, no. 92, 2016, p. 372.]  [30:  Maggiore. “CALVINO, LEOPARDI E LA LUNA”, p. 373.]  [31:  Maggiore. “CALVINO, LEOPARDI E LA LUNA”, p. 386.] 

The birth of Calvino’s cosmological ideas benefitted from the approach of the 19th-century poet Giacomo Leopardi (1798-1837). In an article, Polizzi mentioned Leopardi’s astronomical erudition, considering his knowledge of Newtonian theories.[footnoteRef:32] He added that Leopardi’s ‘uninterrupted dialogue on the unsustainable weight of life associates several images, including that of the Moon, with an unattainable happiness’ (my translation). In a different paper, called The Moon in the Poetry of Leopardi and Unamuno, Garofalo referred to the similarities between Leopardi’s ideas and those of the Spanish author Unamuno. Both authors empathically admired the Moon, associating grace, piety and melancholy with it.[footnoteRef:33] Therefore, Leopardi’s world appears closer to that of Ungaretti, since both authors depicted the Moon as a symbol of innocence and untamed inspiration. According to Garofalo, Leopardi’s admiration of the satellite’s pallid countenance suggested the strength to overcome nocturne obscurity, rather than a reference to Christianity. On the other hand, Unamuno saw divinity in the Lunar image. He specified that the writer’s understanding of moonlight reminded him of Christ on the cross, to the extent of using Hombre and Luna as synonyms. Unamuno connected the Christ-God relationship with the Moon-Sun connection.[footnoteRef:34] Notably, Unamuno’s relationship with the Moon included the awareness of pain and sacrifice. [32:  Polizzi, Gaspare. “La Letteratura Italiana Dinanzi al Cosmo: Calvino Tra Galileo e Leopardi.” Lettere Italiane, vol. 62, no. 1, 2010, p. 91.]  [33:  Garofalo. “The Moon in the Poetry of Leopardi and Unamuno.”, pp. 354.]  [34:  Garofalo. “The Moon in the Poetry of Leopardi and Unamuno.”, pp. 354-355.] 

Calvino’s disenchanted approach, as well as Ungaretti’s cautious defence of the mythical Moon, appear to constitute literary responses to the contemporary disenchantment of the world. Weber is amongst those who addressed this modern tendency to seek explanations through deterministic methods only. As a consequence, this tends to push into the background any possible contact with the mystical, magical and mysterious. The aggressive takeover of scientific development has definitely caused a widespread detachment from those deep principles which are fundamentally ruled by invisible forces. In an article on Weber’s sociological approach, Kolegar referred to how the modern ‘polytheism of values’ derives directly from this global disenchantment.[footnoteRef:35] In other words, Kolegar explained Weber’s perspective on the apparent lack of a firm value system to adhere to, while stating that his writings on disenchantment allude to the superiority of metaphysical, non-deterministic values. It appears evident that a widespread rejection of awe-based observation has been affecting the post-Enlightenment world quite ferociously. The cultural deterioration of the Moon of Apocalypse can therefore be put in perspective, by considering the impact of such a lengthy process of collective rationalization. Two key moments of humanity’s scientific journey, namely Galileo’s telescopic lunar observation and the Moon landing of 1969, have been addressed in this investigation. In both cases, the revelations which arose from closer contacts with Earth’s satellite have deeply impacted the cultural perception of the romanticized mythical Moon. [35:  Kolegar, Ferdinand. “The Concept of ‘Rationalization’ and Cultural Pessimism in Max Weber’s Sociology.” The Sociological Quarterly, vol. 5, no. 4, 1964, p. 368.] 

Throughout different phases of Christianity, the biblical narrative of Apocalypse 12:1 has constituted one of the main influences which characterized the Moon’s cultural perception. Moreover, the ideas of lunar purity, perfection and innocence which have been traditionally associated with the Signum Magnum can be found even outside of theologically inspired literature. With the development of scientific observation and astronautical exploration, the supposed innocence and flawlessness of the Moon have been questioned, though. From theological, artistic and literary points of view, the profoundly enchanting aspect of the satellite still appears quite strong, so this mutating perception appears not to have undermined the mythical side of the Earth’s companion. The collective symbiosis that naturally exists between the Moon and life on Earth remains firmly connected with humanity’s endless inner quest for affection.
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