
Symmetries of Platonic solids
The Platonic solids

The five Platonic solids are the tetrahedron, cube, octahedron, dodecahedron and icosahedron.
They are related to the finite subgroups of the rotation group

SO(3) = {A ∈M3(R) | ATA = I, det(A) = 1}
and the slightly larger group

O(3) = {A ∈M3(R) | ATA = I} = SO(3)× {±I}.
If X is a Platonic solid centred at the origin, then the sets

Dir(X) = {A ∈ O(3) | AX = X} and Symm(X) = Dir(X) ∩ SO(3)
are nontrivial finite subgroups of O(3) and SO(3). It can be shown that any finite subgroup of SO(3) is
either cyclic or dihedral or conjugate to Symm(X) for some Platonic solid X.

The Tetrahedron

The tetrahedron has 4 vertices, 6 edges and 4 faces, each of which is an equilateral triangle. There are
6 planes of reflectional symmetry, one of which is shown on the below. Each such plane contains one
edge and bisects the opposite edge (this gives one plane for each edge, hence 6 planes). Reflection in
a plane fixes two of the vertices and exchanges the other two, so the corresponding vertex permutation
is a transposition.

There are 4 lines of 3-fold rotational symmetry, each of which passes through a vertex and the centre of
the opposite face (giving one line for each vertex). These are shown below in red. The corresponding
vertex permutations are 3-cycles.
There are also 3 lines of 2-fold rotational symmetry, shown in green. Each one joins the centres of an
opposite pair of edges. The corresponding edge permutations are transposition pairs, in other words
they have the form (ab)(cd) where a, b, c and d are all different.

If we start with a tetrahedron (such as the wire frame above) and find the centres of all the faces we
get the vertices of a new tetrahedron (the coloured one). Thus, the tetrahedron is self-dual.

The Cube

The cube has 8 vertices, 12 edges and 6 faces, each of which is a square. There are rotational
symmetries of order 2 (about the green axis), order 3 (the red axis) and order 4 (the blue axis).

The cube is also invariant under multiplication by -1, so

Dir(Cube) = Symm(Cube)× {1,−1}.
There are 4 long diagonals (shown below), which are permuted by the action of the symmetry group,
giving rise to a homomorphism

φ : Symm(Cube)→ S4

The rotations of orders 2, 3 and 4 are sent to 2-cycles, 3-cycles and 4-cycles respectively. It turns out
that φ is an isomorphism.

If we start with a cube (such as the wire frame above) and find the centres of all the faces we get the
vertices of an octahedron. In other words, the dual of a cube is an octahedron.

The vertices of the cube are

a0 = ( 1, 1, 1) a1 = ( 1, 1,−1) a2 = ( 1,−1, 1) a3 = ( 1,−1,−1)
a4 = (−1, 1, 1) a5 = (−1, 1,−1) a6 = (−1,−1, 1) a7 = (−1,−1,−1),

and the faces are

B0 : x = 1 B1 : y = 1 B2 : z = 1

B3 : −x = 1 B4 : −y = 1 B5 : −z = 1.

The Octahedron

The octahedron has 6 vertices, 12 edges and 8 faces, each of which is an equilateral triangle. There
are rotational symmetries of order 2 (about the green axis), order 3 (the red axis) and order 4 (the blue
axis).

The dual of an octahedron is a cube:

As dual polyhedra have the same symmetry groups, we have

Symm(Oct) = Symm(Cube) = S4.

The vertices of the octahedron are

b0 = ( 1, 0, 0) b1 = ( 0, 1, 0) b2 = ( 0, 0, 1)

b3 = ( 1, 0, 0) b4 = ( 0,−1, 0) b5 = ( 0, 0,−1),
and the faces are

A0 : x+ y + z = 1 A1 : x+ y − z = 1 A2 : x− y + z = 1 A3 : x− y − z = 1

A4 : −x+ y + z = 1 A5 : −x+ y − z = 1 A6 : −x− y + z = 1 A7 : −x− y − z = 1.

The algebraic manifestation of duality is that the equation of Ai is (x, y, z).ai = 1, and the equation of
Bj is (x, y, z).bj = 1.

The Dodecahedron

The dodecahedron has 20 vertices, 30 edges and 12 faces, each of which is a regular pentagon. There
are rotational symmetries of order 2 (around the blue axis), order 3 (around the green axis) and order 5
(around the red axis).

By joining each vertex to the opposite one, we obtain 10 different lines of 3-fold rotational symmetry.
We can twist around each of these axes by an angle of 2π/3 or 4π/3, giving 20 different rotations of
order 3. By joining the centre of each face to the centre of the opposite face, we obtain 6 different lines
of 5-fold rotational symmetry, giving 24 rotations of order 5. By joining the centre of each edge to the
centre of the opposite edge, we obtain 15 different lines of 2-fold rotational symmetry.
The vertices are the vertices a0, . . . , a7 of the cube, together with twelve more. We can write the
coordinates in terms of the “golden ratio” τ = (

√
5 + 1)/2 and its inverse τ−1 = (

√
5− 1)/2:

a8 = (0, τ−1, τ) a9 = ( τ, 0, τ−1) a10 = ( τ−1, τ, 0)

a11 = (0, τ−1,−τ) a12 = (−τ, 0, τ−1) a13 = ( τ−1,−τ, 0)
a14 = (0,−τ−1, τ) a15 = ( τ, 0,−τ−1) a16 = (−τ−1, τ, 0)

a17 = (0,−τ−1,−τ) a18 = (−τ, 0,−τ−1) a19 = (−τ−1,−τ, 0).
In each of these vectors, one entry is zero, one is ±τ and one is ±τ−1. The following picture shows
how the cube fits inside the dodecahedron:

Some detailed analysis is needed to show that the faces fit together neatly.
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We can actually inscribe 5 different cubes in a dodecahedron; they are shown in 5 different colours
below. Note that each face contains exactly one line of each colour.

The symmetry group acts on the set of inscribed cubes, giving a homomorphism

φ : Symm(Dodec)→ S5

Some explicit rotation matrices in Symm(Dodec) are given below:

R2 =

1 0 0
0 −1 0
0 0 −1

 R3 =

0 1 0
0 0 1
1 0 0

 R5 =
1

2

τ−1 −1 τ
1 τ τ−1

−τ τ−1 1

 .
One can check that φ(R5) is a 5-cycle, φ(R3) is a 3-cycle and φ(R2) is a product of two disjoint transpo-
sitions. It can be shown using this that φ is actually an isomorphism Symm(Dodec)→ A5.

The dual of a dodecahedron is an icosahedron.

The Icosahedron

The icosahedron has 12 vertices, 30 edges and 20 faces, each of which is an equilateral triangle. There
are rotational symmetries of order 2 (around the blue axis), order 3 (around the green axis) and order 5
(around the red axis).

The icosahedron is dual to the dodecahedron and so has the same symmetry group.

This is also the same as the symmetry group of a football or the Buckminsterfullerene molecule.
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