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CanLO 28 of the Paradiso discusacs Dante's vision ({ the nine choirs of 
angels which surround God. Beatrice instructs him on their functions. their 
three hierarchifl<J and their correct ordering. The Pilgrim sees 8 tiny point 
around which glow nine bright and spinning circles, turning 8l: 8 rate of speed 
that varies in proportion lo their distance from the point. In her di!iCOl1NC, 
Bealrioe specifically mentions La the Pilgrim the my!llic Dionysius and Pope 
(Saint) Gregory the Great. Both theologians were extremely influential in 
medieval angelology. bw. proposed different oc~ for the nine choirs of 
angels. Beatrice declBCCS that Dianysius was correct and Gregory wrong in 
their teachings OIl the proper ordering of the angels. I intend La demonstrate 
how Dante's conscious deci9ioo not onty to single out bUllo favor DiOllysjus 
reflects his desire I:J<ih La applaud. lIS wdl as to IlIIlplify the Dionysjan thcncs 
which he chooses La make usc of in this canto. Additionally, I maintain thal 
Dante expands the whole concept ofproper orrlering and "hierarchy" in the 
canto not only by discussing the angelic hierarchies, bul. also by constructing 
a "hierarchy" oftbeologians. 

Pope Gregory (ca. 540-604), considered 10 be the "architect" of the 
medieval papacy,! was known for, am:tng his other writings, his collection of 
Homilies on the Gospel. 1be Homily on IN GQspel ofLilke is one of the 
soucces which contains his leachine 011. angcl9. The Pseudo-DiOllYsius (ca. 
latter 5l:h century), as he is known tolay, was 8 Christian Platmist autOOr who 
fraudulently claimed to be Dionysi~ the Areopagite. an Athenian convert to 
Christianity ({the AposlIe Paul ~en of in Ad.s 17:34. His body of writings 
includes The CeJeJlial Hieron;hy. which discusses the names, functions and 
onJcr of the nine angelic groops. and WllS quite weU-knCM'fl in the Middle Ages 
by both theologians and Cbwcll FIlthers alike. Curreut 9Cholarship has still mL 
uncovered the real identity of the P!lCUdo-Dionysi~, However, in the Middle 
Ages, hiit writings were genenlily aa::epted as aulhentic and autOOritative and 
they influenced the idea of a divinely esU.blislm cosmic "order," 

Various theologians bad noticed the mJmCI1JlJS scriptural designations fur 
angels and had IIttempLed 10 compile them into lists of groups. Vlbat 
distinguislm the Dionysian teaching, however, was the precise way in which 
the nine orders were grouped in three hieran:hies.1 In the writings of 
Dionysi~, the three angelic hierarchies by to assimilate as much lIS possible 
to and seek union with the Divinity. However, the orders of angels also have 
the I.a.sk to pass down the light of God- their functim is an illuminative one, 
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Light and knowledge of God Dow /ro", God and each angelic being bc:cornes 
radiant with light and passes that li8hl duwn, until it eventually reaches us on 
earth. In Dionysius., the hiefllJ'Chi.caJ. scale ofbeing and the 9mge ofdepemcnoe 
have significance in this matter of illumination - higher orders have a greakr 
capacity to receive rnoce of God's presence and pass it on. The closer any 
given llll8lilie order is to God, the £P1elIta" CIIpllCity that order has to receive the 
Divine Lig1JllI sbouId be ooted tha.t Dionysius does nci. assign the angels any 
practical cosmological role, as Dante does, to angelic ''motor"'' intelligences 
which mo'Ye the spheres.] 

In Canto 28, Beabice ennumerates to the Pilgrim the nine groups of 
angels in the following Dionysian order: the first. hierarchy is comprised of 
Seraphim, Cherubim. and Thrones. The second hierarchy is made up of 
DominiOl1ll, Virtues, and Powers; finally, the third hierarchy includes the 
Principalities, Archangels., and Angcls.~ Beatrice di~US1Je5 the anse1s in three 
specific groups which she refers to as "tmwu" (115),5 "gerarcia" (121), and 
"tripudi" (124). Additionally, she names them in the Dionysian descending 
sequence from lop to bottom beginning with the ocder of the Seraphim and 
ending wilh the order of the Angels. Thus., Dante ao::epts not only the 
Dionysian sy!rtem of nine orders but the idea of three bit:ran:hies 89 well. 

In the Paradi8o, Dante refers 10 DionysilL'l twice, and in bolh instances, 
he is mentiono:f specifically in relation to his knowledgc about the angels. In 
canto 10, in the sphere of the Sun among the thoologians, Dionysius is 
introduced by Thomas Aquinas 89 he woo saw on earth what an angel is and 
what it does: "Appresso vedi illwne di quel reroI che gin, in came, pin a 
dentro vide/I'angelica natura e 'I ministero" (115-117). Tbc:o. again in canto 
28, Beabice credits Dionysius foc having named and ordered the angelic 
groups correcUy: "E Dionisio coo. tanto disiol a conlemplar questi ordini si. 
mise; che li noma e distinse com'io" (130-132). The Poet chooses 
"cootemplac''' to describe Dionysius' "contemplation" or deep rdlcclim upon 
the angetic orders. But we qre then made: to Ulllierstand that Diooysius was 
carect not. only because re "oonlcmpIBlOO" the 8Il8e1ic orden, bUl bccS1L'le the 
Apostle Paul revealed il 10 him: "E SIC tanto secreto ver profersd mortaIe in 
terra, non voglio ch'smmirij che chi 'I vide qua SlJ til discqx:rse" (136-138). 
In bolh canto 10 and canto 28, Dante-Poet highlights the fact that Diony~us 

COIlIemplated these angels m earth, net in Heaven, with the emphatic "eM giM 
In came" and "monaJe inlerm." 

Beatrice remarks tlwt Paul revealed truths about the angels "con altro 
assai del ver di questi giri" (139). Beatrice does not explicitly state whatlhe 
..~ truths" are which Paul revealed to DionysilL'l. Whatever they may have 
been, we can be sure tha.t Dante is now seeing these truths himself with hi! 
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very own eyes, just as PBUl did. Presently. it is Dante who is .tee;", "thege 

trotwr - what WBS first understood and oootemplatal. by Diony!lius on earth 
will now be seen by Danle in Heavin These passages place Danl.e and 
Dionysius in B close hierarchical relatiooship in l:enn3 of knowledge of 
celestial "truths." The Dionysian contemplations lJCI'Ve as BUthorilstive 
forerunners to the celestial angelic visions of Dante·Poet. 

The various words which Danle uses in canto 28 to describe the angelic 
hiCIllldUes reflect not only his fondness for the number three, but also the 
Dionysian lrilldie sy!Ran ofordering. What. ~ OlIt!Itanding is the way in which 
the Poet emphasizes lhe number three in describinB the angelic beings 
them.!lelves: "Perpetualemmte 'Osanna sbema! COIl tN melodc. che suonano 
in tree! ordini di letizia. oode s'i"lema" (118-120) (empha9is mine). One 
cornmentatar has noted that "Dante ha9 structured Ibis tercel: 10 COIIVey the 
ideas of cireularity (eternity) and trinity (God):.... Observing that Dante has 

taken pains to LL'ie only three words to fill out one vcne C'pcrpetUalemente 
'Osanna' sbema"), he maintains that this tercel."oo a literal level is about the 
three ClI"deB that form the second hierarchy of angels. on another level - the 
poetic level of language imilating action· it is am. verbal picture ofOod.,,7 
if it is B vcrbal pieture of God, bcJwe'v8", it is oertainly IlOl • picture of GOO that 
we have in canto 28. 

The image of God BB a tiny, brilliant point is perhaps the most striking 
aspect of DanIe's leptC!elIt8tiOO of the Divinity. Commentatocs b.lM: noled lhat 
medieval Ihcologians, including BooaVQ1ture and Aquinas, referred to God as 
a center, a point, or B.!I "One." BUllargely ignored by Dante ccmrnentators is 
the image of the center point ofa circle and surrounding radii as it appears in 
Dionysius, when be explains the participation of beings in God's goodness. 
Dionysius explains that all bein~ participate in the goodness of God, IIlJ.:1 this 
goodness overflows and dispenses ilseIfoutward toward multiplicity: 

Now this is unified and COIllIllOO 10 the whole divinity, that the 
entire wholeness is partic:i.pBled in by each of those who participate 
in it... it is rather like the case of a circle. The center point of the 
circle is shared by the surrounding llIdii.1I 

'The image we see of God in canto 28 is not the triune God of ParodiJo 
33, where God is seen as three circles of three different colors all contained 
distinctly within one single circwnfermce. Canto 28's GOO is the Point-God, 
the One-God, the iIdivisible BOO geemetrie GOO. Only c:me in the canlo is God 
called "Dio"( 128) and only once is be referred to as the "favilla pura" (pure 
flame)(38). Instead, be is mainly referred to as "punto:' Seven times in his 
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poem the Poet calls God a ")X)int," each reference occuring in the Pamduo. 
The m8jcrity of tmse references are clustered in CllIlio 28 - here God is named 
"punla"{we times. 

While nobody would deny the significance of "three" when speaking 
about GOO, the uses of '"three" in the C8l1la do nol refer to Him Instead, every 
word which is fcnncd with the number"'lhree" (~) in the entirecanlo either 
describes or refers to the Il18Clic hieJlll'"Ch.ies, not God. The lL'le of "terzo" in 
verse 29 refers to the Ihird fiery ring (001 of a I.ola1 of nine: fiery rings) 
.surrounding the bright point These citel." of light which spin more or less 
swiftly and are more tt less bright in proportim to their nearness to the point 
are really the nine angelic cham. The word "lcmllro" in both verse I05 and 
115 describes the first and secmd triads of 8Il8e13 I1:3pCCtively. The ..~ 

melode" and the "tree" found in verse 119 refer to the three melodies which 
are SUIlB by each of the three hiCllllcilies. The lL'le of"s'interns" in verse 120 
refcn to the triple IlID1:.'J af!he three himLrt:hies. Finally. the "tripudi" of verse 
124 refcn to !he third and last angelic hier.-chy. 'I'be$e words funned with the 
nwnber ..three" highlight the trio of hierarc.hies which eech contain three 
orders. When we consider thai. it was precisely the triadic di3tribution of the 
qelic hier"an;hies thai. was ODe ofDiOlI)':lius' principk "cl.aim3 to fame" and 
which be ouUined in The C~k.ftial Hi~mrclry, Danl£'s lL'le ofthJee's here in 
this canlo gains a special signific.ance. Dante is seeking to expound upon and 
evm SUIJl88S the Dionysian l:e&ch..ings in this angelic C8l1to of his Pamdj~o 

through his own direct and immediate vision of the 8I1gels. 
Canto 28 goes beyood emphasizing the angelic hierarerucs' role as 

movers of the spheres. Here we see what their functions are as angels. Their 
vi.s.ion, light and movement are all proportimal- the closer an IIDge1ic order is 
to the point (God), the more il sees and I1:sembles God: "E dei saper che tutti 
banno diletto/ quanta la SUB vedula si prolOOda/ nel vern in che si queta ogni 
intelletto" (106-108). The entire hierflrChical system of angels is pulling 
lO'Ward GOO, yd they are connected to the vmoos spheres which infIuem:e man 
on earth. Their circling and flaming light really contain a twofold symbolism 
- Uteir conlem.plation in I1:gacds to God and their IICtion in I1:gacds to God's 
creation. There is both an upward as well as downward rootion involved in 
their "pulling" and '1>eing pulled": "Questi ttdini di su tutti s'ammirano/ e di 
gill vincon 5i, cite verso Dial tutti lirati sono, e tutti lirllIlO" (127-129). The 
nine orders of angels therefore make up a hienucl1y which both gazes tawllI'd 
God and prevail3 downward. Like the entire oonunwlity ofPacadiso. they are 
all "pulled" lowacds the same point (God) and desire to be like him. 
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In explain.ingl1ud an &ngeUc hierarchy is uplifted to the imituioo ofGod 
in proportion to the enliptemnents given to it., Dionysius maintains that its 
goal is to 

enable beings to be as like as pos9ible to God and to be at one 
with him. Abiemrchy has God M il.'J.Ie8dcr of 81l understanding and 
acticm.. Il is forever 1000000g directly at the comeliness of000... and 
eauses its membc:r.J to be images of God in all respects, to be clear 
and spoUes8 mirn.n reflecting the glow of primordial light and 
indeed of God. him:l::lf. <;I 

Likewise, in Dante. the anacls have adesire to be like God, 10 be near him 
as much IL'l possible. Their "I.ikeoess" is proportiooal, for the higher !hey are 
DO the angelic scale, the more they are like God, the point "Cosi veloci 
seguom i Slkli vimi/ per somigliani al punkl quanto ponno;l e posson quanta 
a veder son sub!imi" (100-102). Bea:lrice tells the Pilgrim that the angels' 
vision delves in10 the truth ofOod, and that they are flS joyful in as much as 
they see and know God. They glow and move more or less npidly aooocding 
to how close Ihey are fi-om the ''(avilla pura": "...e chiascbeduool pililardo si 
movea, secondo ch'eral in nwnero distanle piu da I'WXlI e quello aves 18 
fiamma piu sinccral cui men dislava 1a. favilla pura; credo pen) che piil di lei 
s'inver." (34-39). 

In describing the angels in their relatioo.Wp lo God, Dante highlights the 
importance ofOlder and plllCC in the angelic world which in tum reflects the 
necessity ofOlder and bicrarchy 00 earth. It is fitting, therefore, that the one 
and ooly time the word "gL'nrcia"(121) IIppe8lS in the mlircComedy is in this 
very canto. It is equally remarkable that it appeacs here becaU3C it was 
DionysilJ.'J who invented the word itself, in proposing not only a hierarchy of 
angels but also a hierBl'Chy in the church. lO Beatrice distinctly corrects 
GregoI)"s erTOI1eous teaching, and tells the Pilgrim lhat upoo arriving in 
Pllfadise, he "laughed" at his mistake: "in questa cie~ di se mcdesmo 
rise" (135). I:ostead, she singles out DionysilJ.'J for his proper ordering and 
roolemplwons regarding the angel8. Danlc·Poet 1hlJ.'J adds to the coocept of 
angelie hierBl'Chy the notioo of a "hierBl'Chy" of theologians. By menticnine: 
both the "erring" Gregury and the "conlemplating" DionysllJ.'J, Dante 
intentionally fits himgelf wilhin a framework of Iheologians who taught on 
angelology. The Pilgrim's own vision, as well ItS Beabice's decisive 
declaration on the "correct" angelic ordering. demonstrates his desire to 
establish himge1f as his own authority on angels. 

Dionysian theology provides the !IOlJl"Ce for the Pilgrim's vi.'lion of the 
celestial hierarchies. Bullhe link willi DionysilJ.'J also associales the Pilgrim 
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with the Apostle Paul who bad 8 vision of Paradise and who D.IDlai variOll!J 
angelic groups in his 5Criptural writings.ll Here at the end of Paradiso we 
have come full-circle, for we aR' nminded of the Pilgrim's lefeaelloc to Paul 
at Ihe oo.~ ofhis journey in the lJOOOnd canto of Inferno when he claims that 
"io Don PlIOlo sono" (32). Dante-Pilgrim becomes the "'Chosen. Vessel" to 
bring back the truth on angels. In essmce. however. Dante-Pilgrim surpasses 
both Gregory IIIld Dionysius - be geeS for himself the angels twirling around 
God. D8Ille becomes the "new Diooy!1ius" who will not onty OOflta'nplo.le but 
will see first-hand God's most gophistico.ted and intelligent aeatures. 
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NOTES 

1 Claude Peifer. D.S.B., "Gregory I the Great., Pope," Dictionary oft/re 
Middle Age" (New York: Charles Scribener's Sons, 1988) 668. 

:2 Paul Rorem. Psclldo-DionysillS: A Commentary 0" the Tem and an 
Introduction to Their Influence (Oxfurd: OxfooJ University Press, 1993) 75. 
1be ou1ha' notes thlll it was DionysiWi who "tint organized the nine into three 
groups of three each... whenever medieval angelology presented the angelic 
ranks as 8 triple triad. the Dionysian imprint is unmistakable." 

3 Dante brings in the idea of the celestial motl:n, emphasizing not onty 
!heir contemplative ftmction but Iheir fwx:tion as movers of the heaVCJ1S. In 
attributing 8 direct lICtion of the angelic inlelligences on the passive nature of 
Ihe heavens. he identifies bolh celestial anilels as well as motor intelliilences. 
See Par. 2.127-129 and Par. 28.64-69. 

4 Earlier, in Ihe Corrvivio (2, v) D&nle disclL'l'iCS the angels and orders 
Ihem in the same manner as Pope Gregory in hisMora/ium u'brie eJ:fKJjilo in 
Jibrllm B. Job, 32. Herein Paradise, hawe'leJ",D8Il1e fully abanOOnshis former 
ordering of Ihe angels in favor of the one proposed by Dionysius. 

~ All quolations:from ParaOijo 28 we taken from La divino colftlftedia, 
cd. Fredi ChiapelIi, 2nd ed. (Mil9.llo: Mursia., 1960). 

6 Mlll't Musa, tr8D.'l. Paradiso, 2nd cd. (New York: Penguin. 1987) 339. 
'MU3ll, 339. 
8 The Divine Namej, IV, 693B (72). All quotations ofDionysius lire from 

Pjeudo-Dionysills: The Complete Worb, Trans. Calm Luibheid, Forewacd, 
Noles, and Translation Collaboration by Paul Rorem (New York: Paulist 
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Prcls, 1987). Page numben ore Hi"'" in pIRIIlInis oftalhc clYpter and line 
citations. 

~ The Cele&tlalHlemrr;lry. m,l65A (154). 
10 Rorcm. P3e",do-Diorry3iIl6: A COJ"..eltlary 19. 
II See Colossians 1:16,1 'I'hc:&!al.ooians4:16, and Ephesians 1:21. 
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