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The Art of Memory 
He is glorified not in a single earth, 

a single world, but in a thousand thousand, 
I say, in an infinity of worlds.

Giordano Bruno, 1584

BETWEEN THE DAWN LIGHT OF 
Copernicus and the morning sun of Galileo, 
there was a supernova. His name was 
Giordano Bruno.
    Bruno was born near Naples in 1548, just 
five years after the death of Copernicus, and 
died in 1600, only a decade before Galileo 
would first focus his handmade telescope on 
the faint moons of Jupiter. 
    Entered into the Dominican Order at age 
seventeen and ordained a priest at 24, four 
years later Bruno would cast off his monk’s 
habit and begin what would ultimately 
become a lifetime on the run.  
    Although the proximate cause of Bruno’s 
flight was the discovery of a banned 
                            

                            Giordano Bruno, by Zdenek Janda

religious book hidden in the monastery’s 
latrine—adorned with handwritten notes 
imprudently scrawled in the margins—
Bruno was from the outset an iconoclastic 
thinker. (And quite literally so, being twice 
reprimanded for removing images of the 
saints from the walls of his austere monk’s 
quarters, leaving only a solitary crucifix.)
     Excommunicated and fleeing indictment 
by the Inquisition, Bruno wandered Europe 
for the following 14 years, intermittently 
tutoring on metaphysics and logic to support 
himself. But controversy followed Bruno 
wherever he went, preventing him from stay-
ing more than a year or two in any one place. 
    In Geneva, he published a scathing 
critique of a lecture given by a highly 
regarded professor, resulting in his arrest. 
(In a response that would prove character-
istic, Bruno refused to recant, stubbornly 
insisting on the right to defend his position.) 



    In Paris, he gained notoriety for his 
prodigious feats of memory—attained not, 
as some suspected, from sorcery, but from 
an elaborate mneumonic system of his own 
invention—a talent which won him 
powerful patrons in the royal court.    
    In 1591, Bruno was invited by a wealthy 
Venetian to tutor him in the ‘art of memory.’ 
Still sought by the Inquisition, he must have 
had doubts about returning to Italy. He may 
have judged relatively independent Venice 
to be safe, or perhaps he was simply home-
sick—but for whatever reason, he made the 
fateful decision to return to his homeland.
    He first went to Padua, where he applied
without success for a teaching position. 
(It was granted a year later to another 
promising candidate named Galileo Galilei.)   
Then, after only two months in Venice, 
Bruno’s disappointed patron betrayed his 
outspoken guest to the Inquisition. 
    Arrested, interrogated, and handed over 
to the Vatican, Bruno would spend the next 
seven years in a dank Roman prison. 

****
    The universe of the great second century 
thinker, Ptolemy, had been the foundation of 
the Church’s cosmology for centuries. It 
consisted of a motionless Earth at the center, 
surrounded by a series of rotating spheres 
occupied by the Sun and moon, the planets, 
stars, and finally, numerous, incorruptible 
‘heavenly spheres’ which served as the 
dwelling place of a multitude of angels and 
archangels, in ever-ascending rank.
    Copernicus famously replaced the Earth 
with the Sun at the center, but he retained 
virtually all the other trappings of Ptolemy’s 
ancient, theologically-acceptable model. 
Although Bruno had done much to help 
promote Copernicus’s work, he envisioned 
something altogether different and far more 
revolutionary: a universe remarkably 
similar, in fact, to our modern, scientific view. 

Bruno’s universe was infinite in size, filled 
with millions of planets circling millions of 
suns like our own. Most shockingly, it had no 
center—or rather, “the center is everywhere.”
    This model of an infinite, relativistic 
universe was not merely heretical to the late 
medieval mind, it was  unfathomable. 
Bruno’s cosmology didn’t just displace the 
Earth at its center, it displaced God and Man 
as well, and has been called ‘the single 
greatest idea in the history of astronomy.’

****
    And yet, it wasn’t so much Bruno’s vast, 

mystically-inspired vision of the cosmos that 
sealed his fate; it was his adamant refusal to 
submit to the authority of the Church, with its 

narrow, moralistic, authoritarian worldview. 
    Threatened by the Reformation and 
desiring to send a stern warning to heretics 
during the centennial year Jubilee, the 
Inquisitors condemned Bruno to death. 
Accepting his fate, Bruno’s prophetic last 
words stand as a rebuke to those who unjustly 
condemned him: “Perhaps you deliver this 
judgment with greater fear than I receive it.”
    On Ash Wednesday morning in February 
1600, Bruno was led to Rome’s Campo del 
Fiore, a pair of iron spikes driven  through 
his face and tongue in a gruesome cross to 
silence his ‘obstinate’ voice. There, he was 
stripped naked, bound to a stake, and burned 
alive before a crowd of chanting monks and 
jeering pilgrims. His ashes were scattered in 
the Tiber, his books burned, and his name 
virtually forgotten for almost 300 years.         
    Bruno appeared to sense that he was 
centuries ahead of his time, writing ”The 
time will come when all will see what I see.”   
In 1889, as if to affirm his words, students 
erected a statue of Bruno on the site of his 
martyrdom. Today, admirers come from all 
over the world to place flowers beneath the 
effigy of the man many believe to be the 
greatest of all freethinkers. ◾


