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RÉSUMÉ 

Cette thèse étudie l'origine corporelle des formulations théoriques dans 
l'architecture française du XVIe siècle. La comparaison des traités de Philibert 

de l'Orme et de l'œuvre du médecin François Rabelais permet de mettre en 
évidence une conscience de la matérialité qui s'articule très dynamiquement, 

à cette époque, sur des correspondances analogiques et des textes de la 
tradition hermétiqu~. Or, qu'il s'agisse de la théorie des quatre Éléments, de la 

notion de Proportion, du rapport microcosme-macrocosme ou bien des 

Vertus cardinales, les références du discours sont toujours rapportées à 

l'expérience quotidienne du corps. Face aux conceptualisations qui dominent 

aujourd'hui sur des bases mécanistes et objectifiantes, ce travail soutient le 

rôle crucial que l'architecte doit jouer dans l'élaboration de lieux qui posent le 

rapport au cor!"s en termes d'apprentissage plutôt que de domination. 

ABSTRACT 

This thesis analyzes the corporeal origin of theoretical works in XVlth 

centuly French architecture. A comparison of Philibert de l'Orme's treatises 

and François Rabelais' work allows for a dynamic awareness of materiality to 

emerge. During the Renaissance, this awareness was based on analogical 

relationships and Hermetic texts. However, whether one looks at the theory 

of the Elements, the concept of Proportion, the microcosm-~nacrocosm 

interplay, or even the Cardinal Virtues, it appears that the references were 

always traced back to the everyday experience of the body. Confronted with 

the mechanistic and objectifying conceptualizations that dominate today, this 

thesis supports the crucial role the architect must play in the bringing forth of 

places that allow for a perception of the body closer to apprenticeship that to 

domination. 
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1 
INTRODUCTION 

From a corporeal point of view, any reflex ion about Being in its globality -
any direct interrogation 0;( the very flesh of our embodiment - already 
implies a tadt acceptance of immersion in one of the most enigmatic 
examples of simultaneity. }~or with Flesh is named both the locus of aU 
metamorphoses and the symbol of becoming, both the emerging point and 
the gathering-place of aU experiences. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, while refining 
the notion in his posthumotls work The Visible and the Invisible, was 
searching for something other tÎl\an the sharp and reassuring boundaries of a 
concept: 

The Flesh, he writes, is not matter, is not mind (esprit), is not 
substance. To deslgnate it, wc should need the old term "element", m 
the sense if was used ta speak '4 water, air, earth, and fire, that is, in the 
sense of a general thing, midway between the spatio-temporal 
indivldual and the idea, a sort of incarnate principle tha! brings a style of 
bcing wherever there is a fragment of being. The flesh is in thlS sense an 
"element" of Being. Not a fact or a sum of facts, and yet adherent to 
location and the now. 1 

In his last working notes, disengaging himself from the forest of 
d1stinctions planted by the rationalist coBectors of isolated facts, Merleau­
Pont y was seeking "Il1iddle terms". However, his explicit invitation for re­
questioning pre-Newtonian cosmologies is particularly iromc. By evoking lhe 
"elements", he was awakening ancient ways of "imagining matter", to use the 
words coined by Gaston Bachelard: ways that were usually believed to be 
totally obsolete. 

Today, in architecture also, theoretical research begins to acknowledge 
more and more clearly its multiple origins, both ancestral and day-to-day, in 
bodily languages that at first sight very often seem Babelic. In this still fragile 
opening, however, in order to avoid a reversaI of intenthns which could lead 
to a perpetuation of the splits inherited from almost three centuries of 
meehanistic philosophies, one must be extremely vigilant. Indeed, to base any 
kind of exploration on dualisms is already to extoll the separations. On the 
contrary, when the notion of Flesh becomes the paradigm of the 
simultaneous, of the "at-once", when it acknowledges its "in-betweenness", 
th en the question becomes to re-member, to re-colleet and ultimately to re-

MaUrice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, pp.139-140. 
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invent ways of thinking that can take into account the intermediary t~rms 
between affirmation and negation. It is most certainly through the body that 
we can best define these emblernahc concretions which constitute true hingcs 
between sense and senses! 

This thesis is an attempt to rnake a contribution to a generaI Hermeneutics 
of Architectural Poetics. Such a task dernands a new understanding of the 
body and therefore encompasses medical texts. Starting from an historical 
point of view, this work is aiso seen as an architectual praxis, which could at 
once be a criticism of dividing dogmas and an invitatior. to consider 
"dwelling" as an everyday process of transformation. 

Heeding Merleau-Ponty's hint, 1 set out to to acknowledge in this thesis the 
crucial role played by the theory of the four Elements with regard to the 
Vitruvian body image in Renaissance architectural treatises. The xvth and 
XVlth centuries have left us with a great number of texts richly built on 
analogical principles, always exhuberantly intertwined. Such an abundance, 
which often puts the modern reader in an unconfortable predicament, 
remains one of the major attributes of late mediaeval rnentalities and needs 
to be put back in the context of the Elementarir,t unders\anding of materiality; 
otherwise, one risks to mistake the grotesque aspect of images of the body for 
mere coarseness. For these reasons, 1 chose to juxtapose Philibert de l'Orme's 
treatisb and the works of his illustrious eIder François Rabelais. Althougr 
such an association is suggested by most biographers, not mu ch has been 
written on the subject. The pertinence of this comparison, in the hope of 
illuminating the early modern reality of architecture, is reinforced by the 
recent publication of a complete edition of the Nouvelles Inventions pour 
bien bastir et à petits fraiz (1561) and the Premier Tome de l'Architecture 
(1567). T~lis edition is the first one to be correct frorn an iconographie point of 
view. Hs editor Jean-Marie Pérouse de Montelos points out that most of the 
plates and the headbands were either borrowed from the successive editors' 
supplies, or altered and even put in the wrong place in the editions following 
the 1561 original. Unfortunately, most specialists on Philibert de l'Orme 
worked on the XVUth-century editions.2 Pérouse de Montelos himself set the 
tone for a new approach to Philibert's work when he calculated the 
architect's birthdate, until then uncertain, through an "astrologir~l" analysis 
of the headband in Chapter three. He reconstituted de l'Orme's "horoscope" 
after the symbols of the four pla nets (Mercury, Jupiter, the Sun, and Venus) 

2 Jean-Marie Pérouse de Montelos, "Horoscope de Philibert de l'Orme", p.16. 
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inscribed on the headband. His major hypothesis, Le. that the architect was 
born under the sign of Gemini, is confirmed by the armillary spheres on both 
the headband and the frontispiece and by an engraving showing the two 
children symbolical of the sign carved on a wooded beam in Philibert's own 
hou se. However, concludes Pérouse de Montclos, aIl this shows first of aH, 

the interest Ide l'Ormel had for Hermeticism, 1 ... ] and a private 
counsellor on thlS subject matter is Antoine Mizauld, Physzcian and 
Astr%ger, who published his Planetologia in 1551 and collaborated ta 
the wr;ting of the Premier Tome.3 

There are many studies on the impact of so-called "occult practices" in the 
fields of Art History and History of Sciences, but rare are the works which 
analyze in detail the influence of Hermes on an architect's imagination.4 

In the field of Rabelaisian studies, the amount of secondary sources is 
properly Gargantuan. However, the scientific approach initiated in the early 
part of the XXth cent ury by Abel Lefranc, Jacques Boulenger and Henri 
Clouzot faced its major challeng~ with the publication of Lucien Febvre's Le 
problème de ['incroyance au XVIe siècIe. 5 This central work genera, d a 
movement away from rationalist interpretations of Rabelais's writings. But it 
is the recent publication of Claude Gaignebet's researches which definitely 
allows us to undertake a detailed study of de l'Orme's text, as weIl as 
representing a wonderful model of the hermeneutical approach. Published 
under the eloquent title of A Plus Hau/t Sens: ['ésotérisme spirItuel et charnel 
de Rabelais, this masterpiece of erudition should not be seen as just one more 
contribution to the often condescending glances directed to the "Great 
Jester's" book. Carefully setting Rabelais' major characters in the old pagan 
origins of mediaeval popular rituals, Gaignebet extends with a lot more 
information and accuracy, the approach inaugurated by Mikhail Bakhtin in 
Rabelais and His World. 

3 Idem, p.18 
4 The pioneering work is still: Panofsky, SaxI, Klibanski: Saturn and Melancholy. Studtes ln 

the Hlstory of Natural Phllosophy, Religion and Art. More specifically in the field of 

ArchItecturaI Hlstory and theory, there is René Taylor's "Architecture and Magic", ln 

Essays Presented to Rudolf Wittkower, WhlCh focuses on the particular case of the Escorial. 
Sec also Jan Van Pelt, "Phtlo of Alexandria and the ArchItecture of the Cosmos", ln AA 

Flics, n114, July 1983. 
5 Pans, 1942. 
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Originally conceived in French, this thesis seeks to be at once a cornpanion 
to de l'Orrne's treatises, which remain to be translated into English, and a 
search for "Pantagruelic companions" in the Rabelaisian sense of the term. If 
we consider the reading dues given in the Prologue to Gargantua, such a 
guide would be like a Silenus: 

... a Uttle box of the kind we see to-day in apothecaries' shops, paitlted 
on rhe outside with such gay, comical figures as harpies, satyrs, bridlcd 
geese, horned hares, saddled ducks, flying goats, stags in harness, and 
otlter devices of that sort, lighteartedly invented for the purpose of 
mirth, as was Silenus himself, the mas ter of good old Bacchus. Bul 
inside these boxes were kept rare drugs, such as balm, ambergris, 
cardamum, musk, civet, minerai essences, and other precious thznss. 
Just such an abject, according to Plato, was Socrates ... 6 

The hypothesls underlying this approach to the Hermetic undercurrent in 
de l'Orme's work will be that Rabelais' five books (if we include the 
posthumous Fifth Book) were an initiatory source of references for Philibert, 
and as such, the y are still today the best key to open the Silenus. But this is 
not a rnere rnetaphoric device, for "Bacchus" will happen to have -1 decisive 
role in de l'Orme's use of the rnyth of Hermes. Now, a "companion" in the 
mediaeval sense of the term is not onl y a friend or even a guide, it is also a 
builder: one never emphasizes too much the collective energy which is at the 
root of the making of architecture. The strong individualism which 
nowadays inhabits most architects and their productions has not always been 
the only alternative to the corporatism which lies as a trap for any 
institutionalized profession. Next to the mediaeval guilds, there were groups 
of people (for instance, brotherhoods) who recognized each other precisely by 
the importance that was given to relationships: often more valued than the 
acquisition of techniques, or even "secrets". As a prerequisite to their training, 
they had to move "physically" and travel on the roads as pilgrims, sometimes 
for long periods of time. This journey, which generally found its end in the 
"chef d'œuvre", had to do essentially with the development of ethics. 
Philibert de l'Orme was educated at the school of travel, and the proximity of 
his architectural sense of values with that of the "compagnons du tour de 
France" is so indubitable that it encourages further exploration. Rabelais' 
savoir-vivre and de l'Orme's living architecture have often been paralleled, 
but aside from Henri Clouzot, whose biography of de l'Orme remains 

6 François Rabelais, Gargantua and Pantagruel. A new translation by J.M. Cohen, p.37. 
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unsurpassed, rare are the historians who followed the Hermetic path that 
leads to the Rabelaisian Garden. 

This thesis is articulated around four approaches which 1 believe essential 
for grasping the major emblems of de l'Ormets imagery. Although each part 
is a commentary on one specifie engraving in Philibert's Premier Tome, all 
four will prove to convergE: towards the same cosmological implicaHons . 

• The first Chapter adresses the issues of the theory of the Elements as a 
formaI and dynamic representation of matter. After Luca Padoli, Leonardo da 
Vmci and Durer, each of the four Elements became "concretely" associated to 
a Platonic Body, which gave a new impulse to architecture. Phihbert's 
writings are a very good example of the futility of any attempt to reduce 
Elementarism to a set of prescriptive categories. More emblematic than 
conceptual, the four Elements and the "Fifth Essence" represented for de 
l'Orme a perceptual framework allowing him to inscribe the art of building 
into the natural processes of transformation. KeepÎ':\g in mind that Physis was 
conceived as a living totality, w\! must remember that the Elements, flesh of 
the world and of aIl Beings, were symbolic hinges, sometimes more or less 
objectified, but always embodied in "proportions", waiting to be "learned" 
and recognized. 

-- Proportion having its etymological origin in the platonic understanding 
of the Greek aVŒÀO"f\.Œ (analogia), it will be the purpose of the second Chapter 
to explore the notion of links. Indeed, 1 think that the various architectural 
uses of the geometrical "Body of Flesh" reveal first of aIl the existence of 
several nexuses far before their possible reduction to mathematical ratios. 
This way of considering Proportion allows for a new reading of the XVIth­
century understanding of Divine Proportions. 

• ln the third Chapter, 1 will address a larger range of correspondances ta 
understand why Philibert's contemporaries were able to move 50 freely 
between microcosm and macrocosm. lndeed, until the end of the XVIt h 
century, although most analogical referents are clearly and aimost 
systematically anthropocentric, they never exclu de a cosmological dimension. 
Man and microcosm cannat be reduced to each other, for in the Renaissance, 
Man still saw himself in the midst of manifold correspondances, and not yet 
as an entity separable from the Physis. Despite a growing interest in 
dissection, the physical body was still considered as a divine hinge, and in the 
case of Paracelsus' astrobiology, as the "fifth element", lhe fifth essence. 
Paradoxically, it is the element of Air which allows de l'Orme to connect his 
th~ory of architecture with his care for the health of the body. Through an 
analvsis of the "etheric" aspect of his animistic beliefs, one can best 
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understand the architect's interest in astrology, medicine and above aH, 
alchemy. Not only does the visible not have absolute power, but the invisible 
is often supposed to bear more sense f('r de l'Orme, as for Rabelais. 
Stereotomie virtuosity is therefore the particular offspring of a living and, as 
such, symbolic perception, rather than a geometrie reduction of space. One 
could even caU it a representation of the invisible since, in the finest cases, 
the gestures of the hand which draws and cuts, seeks to imita te the internaI 
dynamisms, the "elements" of matter. 

• The fourth and last Chapter is a commentary on Philibert's architectural 
ethies" which is probably the great originality of his treatises, although there 
is still no study on this subject. For Manfredo Tafuri, de l'Ormets pragmatism, 
combined with his use of practkal virtues, makes him an outstanding figure 
amongst cinquecento theoreticians such as Girolamo Cardano or Giambattista 
della Porta who are considered as "totally renunciatory at the level of values" 
or ev en Serlio's similar interest "too often deformed into a hedonistic 
scenographie tone".? Amongst the ancient Cardinal Virtues, it was Prudentta 
which must, for Philibert, constitute the ground for the practice of 
architecture. Prudence is not, however, synonymous with moral retieence. It 

rather points toward a certain awareness of temporality, and as such, it 

emphasizes the ephemereal character of the very flesh of an architecture 
celebrating metamorphoses. It is this truly alchemical drive of Philibert's 
statements on the Art of Building which reveals most clearly its origins in the 
Rabelaisian philosophy of mutations, monsters and "re-monstrances". 
Indeed, in the relationship between Pantagruel, great reader of "cosmie signs", 
and Panurge, !ittle human being thirsting after "comie acts", Pantagruelism is 
a "jeu savant" of alterations and "des-altérations". If Panurge is the epitome 
of the human condition, Pantagruel, following the etymology of the na me 
Gargantua gave him, is before anything else: "Le dominateur des alterez".8 

Anagrams, homophonies, and sometimes puns and spoonerisms will thus 
be the necessary "instruments" if we are to read de l'Orme "à plus hau/t 
sens", which does not exclude, a priori, the possibility to rewrite parts of the 
promised, but missing, Second Tome. After aU, in the same way that the 
writings of Hermes belong to the mythical origin of the Hermeneutics, the 
historians-theoricians of architecture are aiso the heirs of those companions 
who "freely" carved the stone alchemy of the cathedrals. In the same way, it is 

7 "Discordant Harmony from Alberti to Zuccari" in Architectural Design, vol. 49, #5-6, p.42 

8 Book II, 2,3, p.224. 
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interesting to remark that the engravers who prepared the plates for 
Philibert's books (the ones he caIls "Tailleurs d'histoires"9) were sometimes 
those who re-invented the pictures, leaving him quite helpless! The fact that 
Philibert criticizes 50 severely the execution of the plates of the Premier 
Tome, is enough to show how seriously he took images: as guardians of his 
deepest intentions (even the most enigmatic). Therefore, in order to better 
undertake a research about Philibert's Hermes, it seemed particularly 
appropriate to write each Chapter as a commentary on an engraving ta ken 
from the Premier Tome. Doing so, it is hoped, will allow multiple analogical 
intertwinings in the "margin" left blank by Antoine Mizauld, the physician 
de l'Orme himself requested ta comment his text. But this is a companion, 
not a scholarly paraphrase; it does not seek ta recount the journey, nor does it 
want to be a substitution, at the most would it like to be a prudent alteration. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Inanimate Bodies or Elemental Gestures ? 

Philibert de l'Orme's treatises do not faIl into the category of what André 
Chastel called the "speculative trend", referring to Padoli, Alberti or Filarete, 
whose writings anticipate action, thus giving the illusion that practitioners 
were following their instructions and recipes.1 Both Nouvelles Inventions 
and Premier Tome appear as instructive amalgams of intentional 
"revelations" and "secrets", ,md if it is certain that they were written by a 
recognized practitioner who delivers his experience to a larger public, it is also 
c1ear that the author is very prudent in regard to the reader (an imaginary 
interlocutor who is encouraged to consuIt the master whenever necessary).2 

Despite Philibert's ad vice, it is possible to enter his philosophical garden 
through an iconological analysis of the Frontispiece which opens the Premier 
Tome and epitomizes the major emblems of the architect's imagery. 
Balancing the composition of the plate, two characteristic Platonic soUds are 
depicted, an icosahedron and a dodecahedron. Emerging like flames from the 
top of candelabras, both solids stand not on one si de but, curiously, on one 
point, mirroring the armillary sphere and the terres trial globe that can spin 
around their imaginary axes. The dodecahedron, most complete because it 
en compasses aIl the other regular solids, traditionally represents the Cosmos 
(Ether) while the icosahedron is assodated to Water as an Element. Now, as 
suggested by their precarious balance, the regular bodies will reveal 
themselves to be signposts for a qualitative thinking of materiality, before 
sparkling like instrumental scepters of geometric domination. AIthough 
more cryptically disguised, the other three Elements are first represented by 
the armillary sphere whose openwork design indicates the lightness of Air, 
while the massive globe represents the sublunar realm of Earrh. As for Fire, 
supreme and volatile, author of the most radical transformations, considered 
by Plato as the qu ickest, simultaneously coming from the heavens and 
partaking of earth - it has been depicted by Philibert with aIl the attributes of 
Hermes-Mercury. His bust is strangely surrounded if not burdened by 

1 Sec André Chastel: Renaissance méridionale, p.49. 

2 Sec for instance Premier Tome (referred to as P.T. in the following pages, whiIe the 
Nouvelles Inventions will be referred to as N.I.), folio 282. But also folio 79: "If sorne desire 

to know more, they can come to me, 1 will share my little knowledge and experience as much 
as possible". Sœ also folio 99. 
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cornucopias, the presence of which is not fortuitous, as a close reading of the 
treatise will show. 

n would be erroneous to associate the regular solids with some vague 
geometrical quotations appreciated by XVlth century artists. De l'Orme gives 
them a major role in the invention of his architecture and as Pérouse de 
Montelos states, 

The frontispiece raises again the question of Philibert's Pla tonie culture. 
If in Vitruvius he read Plato's means to measure the surface area of a 
field, it is very probable that the message of the TimiEus has been found 
in 50 me ltalian treatise, perhaps the de Divina Proportione by Luea 
Pacioli (1509) whose ideas on Divine Proportions de l'Orme might have 
borrowed. 3 

lndeed the reference to Padoli seems to be confirmed by Philibert's numerous 
announcements, throughout the entire Premier Tome, of a second book 
devoted to the study of proportions. This promise which the Architect did not 
have a chance to keep seems to Pérouse de Montelos "one aspect of a spiritual 
conversion" following the disgrace which occurred on the death of Henry II 
and which he hirnself interpreted as a divine castigation.4 But concerning the 
display of the two regular solids and with them aU the hints at the theory of 
Elements, they cannot be so subject to historical circumstances for it is the 
characteristic sign, by the end of the Middle Ages, of a typically global cosmo­
logical thinking clearly summarized by Antoine Mizauld's commentary in 
the margin : 

About the harmony and mutual agreement of the seven Planets for the 
conservation of the inferior world as for the Elements.5 

Philibert himself, in the "Epistre au lecteur" at the beginning of his treatise, 
sets in unarnbiguous terms the crucial importance of the four Elements in the 
generation of "all the things of this visible and inferior world" thus hinting 
implicitly at the making of Architecture.6 It is, therefore, crucial to approach a 

3 See J.M. Pérouse de Montclos, "Présentation des Traités", in Philibert De l'Ormets Traités 
d'Architecture, p.13. 

4 Op. dt., p.19. 

5 P.T. folio 3vo. Antoine Mizauld was a physician and an astroJoger whose adviccs Philibert 

followed careful1y. He is now understood to be the author of the subtitlcs which 

paraphrase de l'Orme's text in the "margin". 
6 P.T. folio 3vo. 
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study of the Hermetic imagery in Philibart's work through the four Elements, 
the major arcana of pre-Newtonian mentalities.7 

The Galilean Revolution inaugurated the obsolescence of classical 
cosmologies in which aH changes, understood as transformations or 
metamorphoses, were aIways "sieved" by the notion of elementality and 
which always tended to unify Man, his world and the Heavens. Surprisingly, 
these notions reappeared, although in a transmuted form, in C.G. Jung's 
psychoIogical concepts and Bachelard's epistemology.8 Nevertheless, recent 
developments in the history of Hermeticism show that alchemical 
endeavours and their later Rosicrucian developments never dismissed 
elementarity as adynamie understanding of mutability. Certainly, the fact 
that "scientific" inquisition forcefully kept these researches outside of the 
mainstream of the Enlightenment indirectly created an identification with 
obscure and occuIt practices. It is now possible to read again what appeared to 
Bachelard as types of imaginations, or ta Jung as fundamental archetypes. 
This does not condemn history ta psychological interpretation, but indicates a 
need for an open hermeneutic that would acknowledge the mutilations 
inflicted by rational and specialized writings which traditionally took the 
Elements as categories of an artificial system of correspondances. 

In the XVlth century, the religious debate between trans-substantiation 
and impanation gave rise to a questioning of embodiment. De l'Orme, as a 
Catholic priest, could not help but be confronted by the most crHel and 
complex signs of the spiritual crisis which Europe was undergoing. But it 
seems more appropria te to delineate an understanding of his approach tu 

7 ThIs last word refers to Brian Vickers's definition in the editorial introduction of Occult 
and Scientific Menfalities in the Renaissance. See p. 6, HYet although the issue was 
wrongly formulated by Frances Yates and her followers, it remains an important and 
challenging topic. The occult had a long and widely diffused influence, in parallel - as 1 see 
it - with the non-occult sciences, and it seems essential to anyone wanting to understand to 
try to evaluate what debts, if any, the two traditions owe each other. The title of this 
book, in the word "mentalities", places the ernphasis where 1 believe it should he put: on 
two traditIons each having its own thought processes, its own mental categories, which 
determine its whole approach to lUe, rnind and physical reality." 

8 Following Bachelard's pioneering work, see Gilbert Durand, Les structures 
anthropologiques de l'imaginaire. Also Thomas Moore, The Planets Within, p.23 : "Besides 
our own imaginations freely playing (seriously nonetheless) with Ficino's , we fortunately 
have guides: CG. Jung and James Hilllman. These specialists in matters psychologieal and 
symbolic will not be c1aimed as authorities so much as exemplars. Their writings show us 
how to dive decp into images without strangling them, without giving them a Midas touch 
transforming them into our favourite golden theories." 
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elemental matter in its primary philosophical aspects: In other words, 
locating his definition of the Elements between pure Platonic qualities9 and 
Aristotelian substances. The question of the transcendance of Gad 
distinguished, in its mediaeval characteristics, the advocates of Plata from 
those of Aristotle, opposing the idea of matter as empty form (the Platonic 
definition of Form as Idea) to the formaI actuality of substance. The 
ambiguous association between substance and matter often led ta critical 
oppositions which tended ta reduce the debate while considerably limiting 
the dynamic potentiality of the Elements. Although Aristotle understood 
substance as form and matter, his formulation opened the path to a split 
between matter and spirit in which it was easier to reduce the four Elements 
to four inanimated substances. Now ultimately, the Aristotelian conjunction 
of time and motion realizes an ethic of matter; there are therefore crucial 
practical implications behind an understanding of change and motion in the 
core of a cosmological perspective haunted by decay. 

Regular bodies, and particularly the two chosen Ly Philibert, are not only 
emblems of potential movements, they are also symbols of reciprocity and 
reversibility inasmuch as the y can inscribe onto or be inscribed in any of the 
others.10 They can furthermore serve to evaluate the degree to which matter 
was being progressively crystallized and ultimately demystified. If the history 
of Science since the Renaissance can be interpreted as an endeavour of 
desacralization, it was aIso an increased effort to disengage philosophy from 
the Aristotelian motives of Form-Matter, Elements-Substances, Life and 
Motion which we nevertheless inherited through their transformation into 
dualisms. Philibert does not take part in this, for he still inhabits a deeply 
animistic universe or rather, as was the case for Paracelsus and Rabelais, 
explicitly vitalistic.11 We must not forget that they were aU fascinated by the 
multiplicity of what they saw as Unity. Their attitude towards matter was 
qualitatively opposed to our common understanding, according to which the 

9 Timœus, 17. 
1 0 Pérouse de Montclos notes that Besson, Cousin, Mauclerc also emphasized the primacy of 

these two bodies for the same reason, but he tends to reduce the regular bodies to formaI 
exercises of virtuosity. P.T., p.13. 

11 See Gaignebet, Tome III, p.333, n.91. Rabelais was trained at the Montpellier School of 
Medicine, which was a center devoted to vitalistic theories. This doctnne, whlch 
understood phenomena and natural objects as only partly controlled by mechanical forces, 
and in sorne measure as being self-determined, did not explidtly refer to souls as dld more 
animistic beliefs. 
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rnaterial substratum is dead when it is not externally animated. 12 While 
Philibert could perceive the world as alive and constantly changing, it is quite 
remarkable that he be aware of the nascent distinction as shown by a hint at a 
clarification in the Epistre : 

This great Architect of the Universe, an Almighty God, represented it 
and showed it to us when he created the seven moving stars called 
Planets, as for the matter (if this the way we have to speak) or rather the 
form of the establishment, perfection and conservation of the most 
admirable building and theater of this inferior world. 13 

The concert of the Heavenly Spheres which is the exact counterpart of 
the sublunar drama points to what is incidently raised by resorting to the 
Elements. There are of course prosaic necessities for the use of regular solids, 
but they are totally subsumed to divine origins.14 The Architect's work is 
thus one moment in a perspective of 2acralization. This "spiritual 
conversion", if late in its written expression, is still a reformulation of a 
carn al per(~ption which always was at the center of PhiIibert's intentions. 
Beyond his religious faith, the architect can not avoid being confronted with 
addressing the totality and this explicit holistic attitude, as we would caU it 
today, has its own particularities, if not requirements. The Prima Materia 
potentially contains aH forros, but is a chaotic state of matter, which is not 
considered directly accessible in Nature. Furthermore, seeking and obtaining 
the Massa Confusa represents one of the most fundamental a1chemical 
operations, ev en before the Great Work can begin.15 

This eminently Hermetic way of opening the chaotic liber of the 
Elements can ('ertainly be studied in the light of Pacioli's work, which 
although written from an essentially mathematical perspective, is not devoid 
of the dilemmas that an architect had to face in the XVlth century. De 

12 For that f'eason, W~ will refer to the intermediary notion of flesh when talking about 

embodiment. Essentially dynamic in its ambiguous implications, it will be the purpose of 

the next chapter to c1arify our understanding of the carnal for Philibert. Ultimately it is a 

meditation on Merleau-Ponty's use of the notion of Flesh "as an element of being" that will 

he suggested. See The Visible and the Invisible, p.139. 
13 P.T. foho 2vo. 

14 See the Epistle, folio 4vo, in which De l'Orme renounces a definition of Architecture if it 
does not refer to God. 

1 5 Or to see it from Hillman's point of view in Fadng the Gods : "They are, so to speak, the 

elementary modes of being affected = they give four styles to the working of the errant 

cause in our chaotic conditions. Or, in A1chemical language, the four Elements are modes of 
the Prima Materia and are experienced as four modes of our primaI suffering ..... p.35, n.38. 
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l'Orme's interest in Geometry and his fascination for the arcanes of 
5tereotomy are well known. One passage of the Fourth Book insists on the 
necessity of Mathematics in an eloquent manner that would have delighted 
the Paduan Master : 

For there are neither Sciences, nor mechanicaT art nor any cTaft you can 
find l which are not assisted by nor profits {rom the use of Arithmetic 
and Geometry: which are 50 excellent amongst the other disciplines, 
that they make men subtle and ingenious in the invention of various 
singular and useful things for the public good. 16 

Portrait of Luca Pacioli l signed by Jaco. BAR. VIGENNIS. P.1495. 
Museo di Capodimonte (Naples) 

16 P.T. folto 86 vo. Padoli uses the sa me words in a Latin proverb which he introcluces as an 

Alchemical sentence: "Aurum probatur igni et ingenium mathematicis." Divina, p.~-4. 
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For Philibert, mathematics, still understood musically, is a means of 
invention and nourishment of the imagination17 because it allows an 
understanding of the various ways of imprinting "orders" which, as their 
homonymie columns, are five and correspond to the five regular bodies 
while, through Proportion, they respond to the seven Planets. 

However, from PadoU's standpoint, the subtlety of mathematics 
requires that it always be considered "out of sensible matter".18 Abstraction, 
which by definition operates from an Apollonian distance, this founding 
paradox of neodassical Art, must become a state of mind to be effective! For, 
as we mentioned earlier in this Chapter, the dynamism of true elementarism 
is always threatened by the notion of "substance", and Padoli follows this 
path. He acknowledges at once the primacy of perception. But if he quotes 
Aristotle, he also establishes a hierarchy within the senses: 

"Quod nihil est in intellectu quid prius fuerit in sensu"... And 
concerning our senses, the wiser and most noble appears to be sight. 19 

Ultimately, Padoli seeks a disengagement from the materia sensibile in order 
to reach the pure realm of Ideas proper ta an original chaotie state. The 
mathematician also proved ta be quite ambiguous in his understanding of 
Flesh as shown by his desire to have the solids built and represented by 
Leonardo da Vinci, at the end of his treatise on proportions. The transfer 
from Elements to bodies is of course a major characteristic of the Tim~us, but 
the embodiment of Ideas into material cristallizations is due ta Pacioli.20 This 
is not to be taken lightly for it was a major step in the cosmological splitting of 
the traditional Form-Matter-Movelnent triad into impoverishing 
distinctions. Classical and mediaeval traditions had been, so to speak, 
"nimbler" to juggle with Elements, movements, bodies or senses and sorne, 
as Thomas Aquinas, carefully twisted Aristotelean substances from their 
theoretical foundations toward dogmatics. It is thus necessary to examine 
Pacioli's jnterpretation of the Tim~us : 

Ta the Element EaTth, he attributed the cu bic shape, the hexaedron, 
because no figure is more resistant ta movement and, amongst aIl the 

1 7 Imagination understood as fantasy, but more probably in the sense of the word used by 
Plotinus and Fieino: idolum (see T.Moore, The Planets Within, p.St-54.) 

1 8 Dit'ina, p.54 &: 147. 

19 This is a recurrcnt phtonic distinction. Sec Divina, p.50 &: 14S. 
20 Although M.D. Davis in Piero della Francesca'5 Mathematical Treatises grants Pacioli 

with the mysticism of reguJar bodies but notes that il is Dürer who will draw the practical 
consequences in his anatomical drawings. pp 87, 88. 



9 

Elements, which one is more fixed, immutable and immobile tllat! 
Earth? He attributed the form of the Tetrahedron to Fire, because in 
escaping upwards, if takes a pylamida1 ahape, a similitude lltat we will 
understand by watching our fiTt: we see il from the ground, with a base 
large and uniform, and progressively diminishing to the extent of 
ending in a pointl like the cone of a pyramid. The form of the 
octahedron he gave to Air because in the same way that air accompanies 
fire when it moves slightlYI the pyramidal shape accompanies the lorm 
of the pyramid by its aptitude to movement. And the Shape of the body 
of 20 bases, the icosahedron, he attributed ta Water because, being 
surrounded by more bt:!ses than the others, it seemed to him mOrt' 
convenient, inside the Sphere, to the movement of what gaes down 
pouring out, than ta what go es up. And he attributed ta the sky the 
shape of the 12 pentagonal bases as the receptacle of ail the other regular 
bodies, as is shown by their inscription inside each other.21 

Pacioli's commentary is just another version, simultaneously more complex 
in its formulation and more literate in its content than the series of analogies 
suggested by Plato. But what is strikingly new is a growing difficulty to 
consider the notion of movement apart from its external manifestation: In 
doing 50, the mathematician moves away from an essentially "virtual"22 
exploration of the world. He cannot include potential change which 
encompasses apparent motion because it is inherent in things, and often 
invisible. For Plato, on the contrary, the units of the elementary bodies are in 
fact not perceptible and they are not only movements but above aH 
qualitative states of Chaos.23 His philosophy was directed towards ail the 
various elemental levels of metamorphosis : 

There is in fact a process of cyclical transformation. Since therefore none 
of them ever appears constantly under the same form, lt would be 
embarrassing to maintain that any of them is certainly one rather than 
another... Whenever we see anything in process of change, for example 
fire, we should speak of it not as being a thing but as having a quality.24 

21 Divina, p.llO, 111. 

22 Virtual is here understood in the sense of a contemplative phIlosophical distance. Il 

eventually points to the intimate connection betwecn the four cardmal Virtues and the four 
Elements, which is the object of Chapter 4. 

23 TiméEus, p.79 (Stephanus 56) 
24 TiméEus, p.17.49B. 
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This is of course not enough to enable us to consider PadoIi as modern, 
neither in his mathematization nor in his understanding of pl actice : As he 
suggests, the regular bodies can be inscribed in the shape of a vault but they do 
not have to be imitated formally. In the same way, de l'Orme in his projects 
of domes never l;;ubjects their form to the crystaIlized bodies in a systematic 
use of their potential power. In his Epistre of the Nouvelles InventionF, he 
criticizes those 

... wha kept strictly to the letter, and geametric demançtrations, withaut 
applying them ta the wark which had for a result that they only 
follawed the shadow af this beautiful body af Architecture, withaut evcr 
reaching the truc knowledge and practice af the Art. 

The question of formaI 
cristallization is ironicall y 
epitomized by Luca Pacioli's 
portrait, in which can be seen 
a wonderful transludd body 
of 26 bases (icosahexahedron) 
hanging mysteriously while 
the dodecahedron a ppears as 
a simple wooden model 
resting on a book. The math­
matician considered them, 
wi th the bod y of 72 bases 
(hebdomecontadissahedron), 
particularly useful in the 
invention of cupolas or 
vaults, in other words as 
"quintessential skies"25 and 

although acknowledging that 
Vi truvius does not mention 
it, he cannot resist the 
temptation of inviting archit­
ects to use them as bases or 
capitals for the columns! 26 

25 Sœ Dil.'lflQ, p.l06 & 108. 
26 DivlnQ, P 176. 

The body of 72 bases as drawn 
by Leonardo da Vinci in De 

Divina Prapartione. 
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De l'Orme, had he read 

Padoli, seems paradoxically more 
respectful of the symbolic role of 
geometrical bodies and is far 
from associating them with the 
Frozen Words which Pan ta­
gruel's friends discover in the 
midst of the Ocean: Words that 
can not be understood, or rather 
heard, in the language of the 
XVIth century.27 In fact, the 
stereotomicaI use of PIatonic 
bodies is rather, in Philibert's 
context, analogous to the highly 
meaningful gestures of Nazd e­
cabre, a very erudite but silent 
pers on encountered by travelers 
in their quest. Rabelais tells us 
that he was particularly fond of 
the number S, aIso called 
"nuptial" by the Pythagorean,28 
before d ?'scribing what the 
numeric signs of a wedding were 
fol' his contemporaries. About 

27 See Rabelais, Book 4, Ch.55, p.729. In 

Medlaeval French, entendre i s 

synonymous to comprendre. Thls 
notion of Architecture as frozen word 

recalls Gœthe's definition of a frozen 

music which indirectly referred to 

the use of crystals in the 
understanding of form. See. E.A. 

Santomasso, Origins and Aims of 
German Expressionist Architecture, 
an essay into the Expressionnist 

frame of mind ln Germany, 

especially as typified by the works 

of Rudolf Steiner. Ph.D. thesls, 

Columbia, 1972, p.215. 
28 Book 3, Ch.20, p.442. 

11 

Portrait of the Good Architect, 
folio 283, detail. 
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this symbolism, the mute's gesticulations to convey his message are as 
mysterious as they seemed accurate : 

N azdecabre looked at him curiously, then raised his left hand in the air, 
keeping all the fingers clenched like a bunch of nails, except the thumb 
and the finger which indic:ates, the two nails of which he soltly laid 
together.29 

Although Pantagruel concludes that Nazdecabre's gesture mean 
marriage, in this framework, the inclination is less towards a formaI 
manipulation than towards a conjunction of elements in the deep sense of 
the chemical wedding. It is the union of the elmtree and the vine as 
represented in the background of the "Portrait of the Good Archih~ct".30 

Frontispiece, detail. 

In the same way, the frontispiece which is "sustained" by five cherubs, 
portrays three of them working together like three principles ; and, still in the 
episode of the mute, Rabelais had defined how the quintessence of the 
number 5 had to be understood as an amalgam of a dyad united to a triad. In 
fact, the various ernblems which articulate the frontispiece present the 
transformation of matter aiong with the geometrical traces that are left 

29 Book 3, Ch.20, P .441. Il is interesting to note that Cornelius Aggripa, in his Occu lt 
Philosophy, mdicates exactly the sarne gestures - See Tome 2, XVI, p.74. 

30 P. T" {oho 283. 
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behind. Even the open book indicates that after chaos, the substratum is 
shapable by the craftsman beyond the fact that it obviously points to the 
necessity of theoretical studies. E. Canseliet (with Fulcanelli) would probably 
have seen in the two books the dynamic polarity of mercury (on top) and 
sultur (at the bottom!).31 These two tomes depicted by Philibert are also 
analogous to the golden books described by Filarete, the discovery and delicate 
opening of which allows the architect to find a confirmation and a 
foundation for his forthcoming work.32 Onitoan Nolivera, the anagrammatic 
author of those mysterious manuscripts, is another "A1cofribas Nasier, 
Abstractor of Quinte Essence" who has no regard for fortuitous things, and as 
de l'Orme, usually distrust the superfluous.33 Concerning the triad of angels 
on the frontispiece, it is thus tempting to associate them with the three 
principles, but also to the three qualities of Platonic matter (subtlety, 
obtuseness and mobility) which makes the four Elements full modalities and 
not simply substances, as a superficial reading of Aristotle might often allow 
one to think. 34 

Returning to the icosahedron which corresponds to water, the only 
Element depicted as such in the frontispiece, Philihert is particularl y careful in 
his treatise about the transformations it opera tes as a linking element : 

Concerning waters, which are the third Element in the c01npnsltlOn of 
mortar (for there is fire as lime, earth as sand, water for thelr 
agglutimttion, and in the smoke sorne sort of nubilous air, they 
correspond to the four elements of the world) 1 say that sea water is not 
good at ail for mortar ... 35 

31 Sec Demeures Phlloso~)hales, Tome II, p.251. "Th us, the mineraIs extracted from thelr 

lodging, the metals after the smelting, are herrnetically exprcssed by a c10sed or sealed 

book. ln the same way, the bodIes, subjected to alchemical work, ( ... ) are monographlcally 

translated by an open book." 

32 Treatise on Architecture, XIV. foIto 101 v. 

33 See FIlarete folIo 139. "However, he writE!S, 1 beheve there are fcw true alchcmlsts" 

Conceming Philibert, his motto was "Ne quid romis", Pérouse notes that he sharcd it wlth 

his friend the physidan and astrologer A. Mizauld. 

34 See A. POlsson, Théories et symboles, p.14, Poisson, who uses the term "modahty", also 

gives a superb architectural analogy of matenality : "The Matter of the Stone has three 

angles in its substances (the threc principles), four angles ln its Vlrtue (the Elements), two 

angles in its matter (fixed and volatile), one angle In Hs root (Umversal Matter) .. p 62 

Also on the three Platonic qualities, sœ Proclus, J/I, 67. 
35 P. T., folio 28. 
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Water, which for Thales was the rnaterial cause for the sublunar world, is 
closer in Philibert's view to the sanction of the Flood that made Noah the 
first of the four archetypal builders to whom he refers.3S But in the light of 
what is suggested in brackets, in the previous quotation, it aiso appears that 
the architect opera tes on a very dynamic display of qualities and does not 
reduce fire, for example, to its emblematic form, which, as we have seen 
earlier in this Chapter, Pacioli often does. From this point of view, the 
material of the Nouvelles Inventions, that is to say wood, also becomes an 
Element and Hs modalities respond to the place and orientation of its 
growth.37 

Their understanding of the role of perception is the radical distinction 
between de l'Orme's and Pacioli's use of the Elements. In this respect, Lucien 
Febvre insisted specifically on sorne particularities that make our approach of 
the XVlth century more difficult: 

The "emotional senses", as we cali them, Taste and Touch, but a/so 
Hearing (in spite of Du BelIay's hymn to surdity) were much more 
exercised, much more developed (or less atrophied) than ours, keeping 
their thoughts in an atmosphere more blurred and less purified.38 

Is it necessary to stress the fact that when de l'Orme refers to understanding, 
he speaks of entendement? This is why, in order to know, for instance, the 
qualities of a tree, he advises to knock it and sticking "the ear at the other 
end", to notice whether the sound is rnuffled or broken, or "dear and well 
resonant to the ear".39 Moreover, Febvre considers that hearing generally 
predomina tes over sight in the XVlth century, paradoxically quoting 
historians cf mathematics who only notice a radical change in the 
formalisatlon of Geornetry with Kepler and Desargues in the XVUth 

century.40 It is thus particularly valid to carry on the concert of the so-called 
"inanirnate" bodies by paying tribute to Philibert's ear who after studying 
waters, gives sorne very practical advice concerning quick-lime : 

Doing 50, 1 will tell you that the best lime is known to be the heaviest, 
and when knocked it sounds like an earthenware pot very weil cooked ... 
1 have known for a long time by hearsay (ouydire) ... that the lime from 

36 P.T., folio 4. 

37 N.J., chapitre 1. 

38 Le problème de l'Incroyance au XVIe siècle, p.462. 
39 N.I , folio 4. 

40 Le problème de l'incroyance au XVIe siècle, p.467. 
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any place goes better with the stones from the same locality and 
quarry.41 

It is probably this same wonderfully erudite ouydire of whom Rabelais gives a 
memorable portrait in the Fifth Book, ~2 This strange character had seven 
tongues, each of them split in seven parts, and 

also had on its face and the rest of the body as many ears as long ago, 
Argus was full of eyes : for the rest of his body, he was blind and his legs 
were paralysed. 

This allegory 43 is not without recalling the profusion of ears, hands and eyes 
which characterizes the "Portrait of the Good Architect"; a Hermes who, by a 
strange literary coincidence, would then be very similar to the real 
"Argiphontes" of dassical mythology! 

In any case, this quasi Bacchusian abundance is another entrance to the 
great banquet of the Elements. For how can we better interpret the many 
cornucopias which ornate not only the frontispiece, but various other 
engravings in the Premier Tome, than by convoking "Maître Alcofribas 
Nasier" who describes the incredible birth of Gargantua, following an 
everlasting banqu(·t through his mother's left ear : Thus causing her to die at 
the end of the l' y. It is because experience, even in i ts Aristotelian 
acceptation, is po J.lly and through the inherent dynamism of flesh, an 
open door to Bacchus' Spiritual exercises. lndeed, in the light of a 
transcendental quest, the Hermetic elation can be understood to seek the di­
vine in the Spirit of the vine, for as Rabelais tells us homophonically: "de 
vin divin l'on devient".44 

The presence of the cornucopias within a display of elementarity 
requires associating the frontispiece with the other plates which are 
articulated on this Dionysian feature. Ironically, it is again by the "ears" that 

41 P. T., folio 28. 

42 Book V, 30. p.873. 

43 Philibert's biographer, Henri Clouzot, also refers to this allegory as paradigmatlc of 
XIVth-century use of mythology without, however, mentionmg Its relationshlp to Hermes. 

See Philibert de l'Orme, Paris, 1910, p.101. 
44 On Rabelais' expression "du vin à une oreille", and on the symbolism of the ear for RabelaIS 

and his contemporaries, see Gaignebet, Tome l, part IV, 3. p.403 to 412. For Gaigncbet, it is 
in the neo-Pythagorean commentaries that Rabelais found the enigmatic expressIOn: "ln 

the same way ( ... ) Rabelais brings together the Cabalistic doctrine of the ncccesslty of an 
oral traditional teaching and that of metempsychosis, as it is cvokes by Gargantua's birth 

through the car, and by the wine of Truth said to be "à une oreille", but al50 
"psychogonique", and altogether "vin du Temple de la Dive". p.408. 
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we first recognize the satyr on 
the back of folio 221. Their 
characteristically pointed 
shape is traditionally the sign 
of an intermediary position 
between Gods and hum ans, 
where they can listen to the 
resonances that weave the 
Universe. 45 About this 
engra ving of a canephore 
satyr, Pérouse de Montclos 
suggests a cornparison with 
the statues that adorned the 
Palazzo della Valle at the 
time when Philibert stayed in 
Rome. However, using 
drawn records, he notes sorne 
differences that indicate a 
moving apart frorn the 
traditional attributes of satyrs. 
In particular, there are no 
lionts skins, usually symbols 
of virile strength, and the 
classical grapes have been 
replaced by flowers.46 But 
such an adaptation is not 
surprising on the part of an 
architect who is then fully 
confident in the rnaturity of 
his creative genius. Fur­
thermore, there is a major 
distinction to be made 

45 Rabelais also tells us that they 

are the most important orifices, 

being the only one to remain 
pcrmanently open! See Book 1Il 
16, p.429. 

46 Prc!>cntation, P.T p 42. 

16 

Portrait of a satyr, folio 221 vo. 
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concerning the symbol of the Lion. For de l'Orme, it is a crucial emblem 
which he portrays separately and carefully like the satyr on folio 215, and 
which is recurrent in most of his engravings. Along with tradition al explicit 
references, there is a fascination for an animal which above all, is 
homonymous with his birthplace. It even seems that it is rather around the 
etymological root of Lugdunum (Lyons) which is Lug, that we can appreciate 
this symbol to its full extent. For Lug is the then weB known Celtic equivalent 
of polytechnician Hermes. In another field of research, Pernety also recalls 
that for the Alchemists, the lion was a crucial product to be extracted out of 
rough matter.47 

\ 

1 
- 1 
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Philibert's Lyon, folio 315. 

In the same way, one cannot state that the grapes have been left out in 
favor of flowers, for they appear in many cornucopias along with other 
beautiful fruit of knowledge. In the projects for fireplaces and entrances such 
as the plate on the back of folio 263, for instance, they are carried by two angels 
while a third one evokes ripening matter, by its transformation through fire. 

47 See for instance J. Van Lennep, Alchimie, p. 452. Without digging too far in complcx 
Alchemical syrnbolism, il is interesting to note that when there are two lions on opposing 
features, for instance a red one and a green one or a dark one and a Iight one, thcy represcnt 

the traditional polarity between Sulfur and Mercury. 



It is by seeking what René 
Alleau called the gathering of 
symbolic groups that it is 
possible ta preserve the 
semantic unit y of the images, 
for Philibert's reluctance ta 
commen t on the pla tes 
condemns any interpretation 
ta mere speculation.48 There 
is undoubtedly a recurrent 
Dionysian element linking 
the plates from the 
frontispiece to the Portrait of 
the Good Architect and it 
a ppears to be epi tomized in 
two parallel compositions on 
the back of folios 265 and 266. 
The architect presents them as 
models of invention and the 
commentary in the margin 
stating that: "One invention 
carrying others and the 
fin ding of many more", one 
can be confident in their 
analogical power. Let us 
examine the composition of 
an ornamented frame for muIt-
iple uses, but designed 

18 

Fireplace, folio 263 vO
• 

around the thematic conjunction of Fire and Water: We find Lions and 
Lionesses c10sely watching each other and a satyr with his legs rolled up, 
showing his desire for the arousing caryatid on the opposite side. Angels 
armed with Neptunian forks ho Id an oar on which two water snakes coil 
down to form an inverted caduceus. But the more intriguing point is the 
discreet presence of two masks, in the shadow of the corniches, the expression 
of which is typical of the Bacchusian mischief and lasciviousness echoed by 
Rabelais. They seem to mislead the reader, recalling the Hermetic wink of the 

48 René Alleau, Aspects de l'Alchimie traditionnelle, 
p.113-114. 
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Hermes-like bust which is accompanied by two Venuses carrying cornucopias 
(folio 243). 

Detail of a composition, folio 243. 

It is strangely similar to the God of Fire and Handicraft's creative laughter as 

described by Proc1us: 

It is Hephaïstos, indeed, who causes alterity in the world to be inscribed 
in Harmony and friendship, and is responsible for the intertwining of ail 
the things here below, and doing 50 they interlace by the demiurgic 
links, identity and alterity, harmony and division, communion and 
vexation. And this is what Apollo laughs about, laughs Hermes, lauglls 
each one of the Gods, and their laugh gives existence to the beings in the 
world and gives strength to the links.49 

49 Proc1us, III. 27.20 p.53. 
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Composition of an ornamented frame with a satyr and a caryatid, folio 265 vO. 
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This excerpt from his Comrnentary on theTimœus brings us back to what 
appears to be the deep symbolism of the association Hermes-Bacchus as 
exemplified by de l'Orme's work in which they bath embody the emblems of 
Form and Movement, like two aspects of th/;? same reality. Mikhail Bakhtin 
was the first one to emphasize the importance of a regenerative cyclical 
understanding of Flesh in Rabelais' work. He clearly demonstrated how the 
carnival tradition embodied sacred ri tuais, inspired by the Roman Satumalia, 
and which were ultimately a mimetic process of distillation, digestion and 
regeneration of the ancient orders. In other words, the camaI transition 
between Carnival and Lent is an excessive experience in which the turning 
upside-down of values coincides with the renewal of the Year while 
reenacting the reversibility of Matter and Spirit.50 In PhiIibert's world view, 
Hermes and Bacchus cannot be separated and need to be understood together. 
Already in the Timœus, Plato instisted on the androgynous character of 
primordial matter, but the architect also knows that to hear the music of the 
Elements, it is necessary to follow the multiple reversions of their 
coagulation and dissolution. Now to walk in his step is probably to engage 
oneself in quicksands, analogical sediments, the gender of which he describes 
in Cha pter XVI. 

l want you to be warnf'd that sands have diverse natures, sorne are male 
and sorne female, and they have different qualifies ... 51 

The Hermes who domina tes the frontispiece with aIl his potentialities 
appears indeed as an invitation to jaïn the powers of the interpreter, of the 
one who opens and reads with audacity, to the dynamism of the winged 
traveller, bringing with him the seeds of knowledge. But it is furthermore 
possible to refine a portrait which seems to have fascinated Philibert de 
l'Orme so much that it became ét major arcane of his imagery. By his 
insistance to animate our imagination, he invites the reader to the great 
banquet of the Four Elements and if they can form the substantifique moelle 
of the world, it is because Ideas can inhabit Flesh without dying in it. 

50 See M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World. About the perennity of Saturnalia in Shrovctidc, 
the author writes, "The medicval feast (. .. ) was the drama of bodily liEe (copulation, 
birth, growth, eating, drinking, defecation) ( ... ) it was the drama of the grcat gcncric body 

of the people( ... ) [in which} birth and death are not an absolu te beginning and end, but 
merely elements of continuous growth and renewal( ... ) perfused with cosmic elements and 
with the earth which swallows up and gives birth." p.88 . 

51 P.T., folio 28 



1 

22 

Quicksilver is c1early the epitorne of the general instability of things: an 
existential impression that often confined de l'Orme's contemporaries in 
obsession. The world was seen as a great "mixture" in which any creative 
work was a rnimetic Amalgarn: this operation was essential to Alchemists, for 
it consisted in an alloy of mercury with another metal. Amalgamation, on the 
other hand, was a process that allowed the extraction, with the help of 
mercury, of gold and silver from their gangue. The ambivalence and 
reversibility of Mercury is definitely the indispensable herald of exegesis and 
hermeneu tics. 

But what makes the reference to the Elements as echoed by Philibert 50 

poetically revealing from our contemporary outlook is the fact that there is 
no theory of the Elements! They cannot be considered as categories and the 
minds directed towards positivisrn will not be fooled and will take them as 
their first target. The frame of any art, whether architectural, medical or 
mathematical, is not yet con cep tuaI but rather eminently perceptual. The 
world of Philibert's work is a perfect example of the raIe played by personal 
experience in the "strengthening of analogical thinking" which constitutes 
the core of his r 'lationship with the world. Indeed, the very possibility and 
necessity of analogical thinking required not to be separated from a practical, 
if not physical, commitment. For de l'Orme, the Elements are the candelabras 
that ensure and steady the architect's experience through the refinement of 
his perceptual consciousness, in the same way that stereotomical traces are 
above aIl an operation of the hand, a learned gesture. They make the architect 
analogous ta Rabelais's Nazdecabre because they are not reducible ta 
geometrical abstractions, but are imprints of the founding movements of 
forms. They are complex volutes that have ta respond ta the immanent 
vivacity of Matter. In Philibert's world, water is quick, silver is quick, sand is 
quick and even lime is quick, for 

If sornetirnes happened that after slaking lime, when the painter 
thought he had done sorne great work with ail his skill, after sorne time, 
his co10rs died and perished. For the strength and vehemence of lime ate 
them and made thern change differently than their original 
implemen ta t ion. 52 

52 P.T. folio 28vO and 28. On the Éloge de la main, see H. Foci1lon in Vie des formes, p.103-128. 
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CHAPTER 1WO 

The Human Body: Simulacrum or Silent Concert ? 

The two famous plates which illustrate the conclusion of the Premier 
Tome constitute, so to speak, the last document of Philibert de l'Orme's 
bequest, and can be read as his theoretical testament. The architect must have 
felt his end coming closer and understood that there would not be a "Second 
Tome".1 Surprisingly enough, biographers and historians, such as Blunt, do 
not pay enough attention to the obvious allegorical character of these two 
images, and they generally satisfy themselves with the evasive commentary 
given by the author.2 In fact, these engravings, like most of the plates in the 
Premier Tome, still remain enigmatic. Philibert's succint interpretations 
should not overwhelm the reader any more than their position at the end of 
the book: For why would an author who refrains from analyzing most of his 
other symbolic compositions, because they are supposed to "s peak for 
themselves", suddenly decide to comment on these two particular ones 
exhaustively? It seems, on the contrary, that he never tried to limit their 
significance but wanted to suggest fundamental dues for a synthesis of his 
theories on Architecture, with the explicit intention of restoring his work to 
its true spiritual dimension. In that sense, the promise of the "Divine 
Proportions" which recurs on and on in his text, is altogether an invocation 
and the sign of a quest. 

In this Chapter, 1 propose to reinvestigate together the images of the 
Good and Bad Architects 3 around the notions of corporeality and embod­
iment. For it is by insisting on Philibert's egotism, thus focusing on the idea 
that the Good Architect was an embelli shed self-portrait, that commenta tors 
have forgotten to compare the two figures in a complementary manner. It is 
necessary to complete Blunt's description of these images by assessing their 
ambivalent and ambiguous character, both qualities which the historian 
himself did not lack! First of aH, it could be pointed out that de l'Orme is also, 
intentionally, very present in the first portrait. Of course, following his 
description, this pic~ure depicts 

This is suggested by Jean-Marie Pérouse de Montclos in his "Présentation des traités", P.T 

p.8. 
2 Anthony Blunt, for instance, takes very lightly the comparison between the two portraIts, 

considering them in a traditional frame of meaning. Sce Philibert De l'Orme, pp.134, 135. 
3 P.T., folio 281 and 283. 
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Portrait of the Bad Architect, folio 281. 
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Portrait of the Good Architect 1 folio 283. 
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the Bad Architect [who] wears the dress of a wise and learned man, 
which will deceive the ignorant, [and] rushes along with unwise taste, 
catching in thorns, tripping over stones, and surrounded by skulls of 
dead bu/ls, which signifies coarseness of intelligence. 4 

But then, the impostor is particularly clever for he can imitate even the Good 
Architect's gait as it appears on a previous plate. Indeed a comparison of the 
amputated body (folio 281) with the architect rushing out of his retreat (folio 
51 VO) shows a striking similarity in the featuring of obstacles and in the 
movement of the body - as if, starting from a complete arche typaI body of an 
enlightened architect, it had been carefully mutilated. And yet there were 
many other allegorical artifices to describe an absence of skill, such as binding 
the mem bers or covering the senses. Moreover, the fact that the beard is 
identical on the three faces, although differing from the posthumous portrait 
added to the 1576 edition,5 makes it very tempting to see another clue 
pointing to a single body image. 

Folio 51 vO, detail Philibert de l'Orme (1576 edition) 

4 Blunt, op.cit., p.l34. 

5 Sec Pérouse de Montclos, "Présentation", P.T. p,4S. 
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It would be rather prejudiced to establish an analysis of the two pictures on 
the assumption that de l'Orme was only giving himself over to self­
glorification. Even if he did, he still reveals as much about hïrnself in the Bad 
Architect picture as in the Good one. If Philibert implicitly discloses his own 
experience of the body when establishing his rnetaphors around the 
architect's body, the hypothesis will th us be that there is no reason why his 
understanding of Proportion would not be similarly affected. But more 
characteristic might be the fact that his conception of the role of proportions 
in architecture appears grounded on true "Rabelaisian" consciousness of the 
Body of Flesh. Besides, it would not be the first lime an architect would 
operate a true symbolic transposition, a kind of migration of meLlning, from 
his flesh to the concreteness of his architecture. The story of Dinocra tes,6 
narrated by Vitruvius at the beginning of his second book, is particularly 
paradigmatic, but concerning the French architect, the comparison ends 
immediately. It is not so much a question of insisting on a certain form of 
narcissism as it is one of studying the specificities of the physical otigins of 
Philibert's imagery. 

It is interesting to compare de l'Ormets sense of Proportion with that of 
Luca Pacioli's. The differences involved here cast a greater doubt on the 
alleged influence that the Paduan mathematidan might have had on 
Philibert, particularly when considering the issue of the human versus 
divine origins of Proportion. For Luca PadoU, as illustrated in thE' very title of 
his first Chapter devoted to the architectural implications of the golden 
section,7 the body is the simulacrum of architecture. It is outside the scope of 
this study to clarify the atomistic or even Lucrecian influences of the notion 
of simulacrum for Padoli, but keeping to a very general definition, it can be 
stated that it is a substantial representation, a kind of material and external 
image referring to another reality: A primary representation which would be 
both an imitation and a model. In this respect, the relationship between Body 
and Proportion is disembodied and abstract in Pacioli's text, for as he states, 

6 The architect who used his own physical appearance to demonstate hls architectural 
talent to Alexander the Great. 

7 De Divina Proportione, p.144 or folio 17. Ch. 1. "Della mesura e proportioni de corpo 
huma no, della testa et altrisuoi membri simulacro dei architettura". 
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It is necessary to presuppose in any case, as we said, the bones stripped of 
their flesh. 8 

We have seen in the previous Chapter that the Franciscan mathematician 
already had the same hesitations in regard to the correlation between Form 
and Idea in the question of the practical use of regular bodies; in the issue of 
Proportion, the dilemma remains the same. This is not very surprising, in :;0 

far as during the Renaissance, people's understanding of the body was often 
an extension of a perception rooted in Elementarism. Rabelais' noisy, but 
well-informed medical advice also plays with this changing meaning of 
corporeal representations. As he writes, 

Without health, life is only languidness, life is only the simulacrum of 
death. 9 

Now Philibert de l'Orme is apparently less influenced by Paduan 
theatrical dissections, for as early ~s the Épistre of the Nouvelles Inventions, 
he writes: 

But in the light of this, someone who would see me starting a book on 
architecture in this manner, would say that 1 am Iike the one who owns 
a beautiful statue made of gold or silver, and for the respect he bears to 
the Republic, only gives it an arm, an imperfect thing out of the body, 
which is not beau tifu 1 without the harmony of ail its parts and 
members. 

Furthermore, because the "body is not much in itself, without the soul",1 0 it 
would thus be a matter of considering a totality, the meaning of which would 
change radically if any part was missing or even mutilated, at is the case for 
the body of the Bad Architect. In that sense, the extent to which theories 
identified substance with matter is related to the lack of a clear relationship 
between corporeality and elementality. Following Plato, the four modalities 
are essentially identifiable, as changing entities, by the links that operate the 
transformations that weave bodies - and the most beautiful of aU links, as 
stated in the Timreus, is Proportion. By examining to what extent the Portraits 
of the Good and Bad Architects refer to the same body-image, in the same way 
that the two children of Gemini are inseparable,11 it is hoped to bring sorne 
light on the dual origin of Proportion. 

8 De Divina Proportione, p.153. 

9 Book IV, Prologue. p.570. 

1 0 Nouvelles Inventions, Épistre. 

1 1 Sec P. T" "Présentation", p.22. Pérouse de Montclos has shown the importance of the double 
character of de l'Orme's dominant astrological sign in Horoscope de Philibert De l'Orme. 
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Reference to the external morphology of the human body is not so much 
a Renaissance particularity as a classical tradition in architecture,12 but the 
most peculiar about Philibert de l'Orme's theory is its indispensable corollary 
which divinizes the system of proportions by invoking the Scriptures. 
Whereas for Luca PadoU, it was rather the attributes of the Golden Section 
that made it divine, since they coincided with God's powers13: Unit y, Holy 
Trinit y, Mystery and Invariability, aIl converged towards the Celestial Virtue, 
the Fifth-Essence, û"us allowing regular solids to embody the Elements.14 On 
the other hand, Phihbert de l'Orme's faith is less tinged with a demonstrative 
apparatus and more critical: his Deuxième Tome will display the proportions 
offered by God as they were recorded in the Bible.15 For the Abbé de Saint 
Serge les Angers, the Word was first made flesh in Christ and since then, Man 
has been the terrestrial depositary of this aspect of the "concert of pro­
portions". But in su ch a cosmological frame, the architect is entrusted with ~ 
particular raIe, for he must be able ta listen to that musical harmony. 
However, it is only through a kind of Divine inspiration, which already 
distinguishes him from physicians, that he can grasp order, measure and 
generally speaking, 

The architecture and design of the human body, 1 would not say in the 
composition and the "coagmentation" of ils spiritual parts, moist and 
solid (as they are contemplated by the physicians) but really in the great 
harmony and more than admirable Proportion and symmetry whiclz is 
between aIl the parts and members, external as weil as internai, of this 
lbodyl.16 

The architect must altogether admire and know the relationship that 
organizes the body in its totality. For Philibert, the physician concentrates his 
gaze on the intrinsic modifications of the Spiritual substratum, whereas the 
architect examines the coming together of the body, at once formally and 
dynamically, in an attempt to catch the formaI mutations. The body is not yet 

12 See J. Rykwert's introduction to R. Middleton's The Beaux-Arts, p.17. "In so far as a 

tradition in architecture can be called c1assical, it must rest on two ani'logies: of the 

building as a body, and of the design as re-enactment of sorne primitive or archetypaJ action 

to which our procedure must refer." 
1 3 De Divina Proportione, p.59. 
1 4 De Divina Proportione, p.60. 

15 About the rnany hints of Divine Proportions, see for instance: folios l, 3vo, 4, 47vo, 150vo, 168 

etc. 
16 P.T., pA. 
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an objectified simulacrum but still a theater of the sublime. In this subtle 
difference, it is easy to recognize the Aristotelian character of Philibert's 
attitude. The Good Architect will not have too much with his three eyes, four 
ears, and four hands when probing his own fle5h.17 

It is important to point out that de l'Orme makes a distinction about the 
inside and the outside which indicates that he sees the body as a Second Liber 
requiring ta be opened and deciphered. 
There are many transpositions of this 
book metaphor, already studied in the 
frontispiece, but the y are now suggested 
less literally in the last plate of the 
conclusion. More than the rolls 
exchanged by the two protagonists, the 
beautiful amphoras fiUed with rich 
vegeta tion are eloquen t in and of 
themselves. But less transparent is the 
apparently empty vase with one huge 
handle standing between the mas ter and 
his disciple, embodying the hidden 
dimension of knowledge and the 
"secrets" mentioned by Philibert.18 It can 
very easily be assimilated with the fa­
mous "Dive bouteille" in Rabelais' Fifth 
Book, the posthumous publication of 
which occurred circa 1565, two years 
prior to the printing of the Premier Tome 
in 1567.19 On the Good Architect plate, 

the disciple has already understood that 
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Dive bouteille 

(from Gaignebet's A Plus Haut Sens, pAOS) 

1 7 ln another remark, Philibert appears even more clearly medieval : "50 is it about 
proportions, measures and omaments of the columns, and about many other things of 
architecture which wiJl never he understandable through precepts and general rules but 
rather through manu al examples." (folio 195) 

18 P.T., folio 282. 

1 9 See for example the striking sirnilarity with the plate in Gaignebet, op.cit, p.40S. See also 
Ch. 1 n042 of the present work for a discussion of the Hermetic meaning of the expression 
"Du vin à une Oreille". De l'Orme must have read the incantation printed on the Holy 
Bottle: "0 Bouteille / Plaine toute / De misteres / D'une aureiIle / je t'escoute / ne 
differes ... Book V, ch.44, p.906. 
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the inexhaustible spring he points to with his right hand is the epitorne of the 
training, but he has not yet crossed over the invisible limit that symbolically 
connects the spring and the fountain through the three urns. 

If Pacioli's influence on 
Philibert's use of the body 
appears too improbable, it 
has also been suggested that 
Francesco di Giorgio 
Martini's work could have 
played the same role. 
Concerning the engraving on 
folio 235 which depicts a 
"sacred" place, Philibert tells 
us that it was intended for 
the treatise on proportions. 
Louis Hautecœur has shown 
that it was strikingly sirnilar 
to a plate found in the ltalian 
Treatise.20 Beyond historical 
speculation, there is another 
piece of text in the Premier 

Tome that could confirm 
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A "sacred building", folio 235 

such a hypothesis, for it inevitably recalls the marvellous superirnpositions of 
bodies and architecture so characteristic of this ltalian work.21 For Philibert de 
l'Orme, Vitruvius was certainly the initiator of such practices, but 

sinee th en sorne {other architectsJ have a/sa made use [se sont aidez] of 
the form of the human face, as for the nase and forehead, the eyes, lips, 
cheek and neck: following their proportions ltakingl for example the 
human head which, when well proportioned, is divided into three parts 
for ils height. By using the height of the forehead with the rest of the 
face, he can make a beautiful face or head of cornice, and with the height 

20 On this question, see Trattati, Book 11, folio 41 tav.233. See also Pérouse de Montclos, 

Presentation, P.T. p.44, who seems convinced that Philibert, although he could not have 

seen the then umpublished original, must have seen a copy of H! 
21 As shown by Marco Frascari in "Professional Use of Signs in Architecture", in Journal of 

Architectural Education, vol. 36, n02, Winter 82, p.17. Aiso very particular about Dl Giorgio 
Martini's features is that the "joints" of the body coincide with the joints of the building in 

this very elaborate image of the body. 
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of the nase, the crown of the same comice, that has an eminent 
projection like the nase on the face.22 

In thE' margin, Antoine MizauId's commentary throws light on Philibert's 
intentions, insisting on the fact that aIl the various mentions of body parts are 
mainly aids and that it is ultimately the architect's task to accomodate them 
into his work. These remarks also show that de l'Orme's image of the body 
does not serve a mere systematic anthropomorphism, the Abbé does not 
forget that the body is an incarnated Ward. But the n, the problem that 
immediately follows concerns again a question of understanding or 
"entendement": how can the architect listen to the body? The hermeneutical 
side of the architect's virtue is sollicitated in order ta read this link between 
Earth and Sky, or ta invoke Proclus' interrogation: "Where does the 
conception of such a link come from, what does it symbolize ?"23 

On the origin of the "theme" of the Divine Proportions in de l'Orme's 
treatise, Anthony Blunt was the first ta suggest Francesco Giorgi's influence. 
He quoted Rudolf Wittkower's publication of the Memorandum written in 
1535, which c1early showed that the French Architect appropriated a bit tao 
lightly the paternity of reference to the Scriptures.24 Furthermore, 
Wittkower's celebrated work demonstrated the importance not so mu ch of 
numbers but of mathematical ratios: "and that the cosmic ratios are to be 
regarded as binding for the microcosm".25 For ex ample, in Alberti's own 
words, it is plain that the three types of proportions, the "means", have rules 
which can be borrowed from the musicians in order to be applied to 
architecture in the manner of musical intervals.26 But it is nevertheless 
inappropriate to follow the historian when he states so firmly that 

while Francesco Giorgi used the Bible as a lever for the recommendation 
of the Pythagorea-Platonic system of musical Proportion, the French 
Architect Philibert de l'Orme, who :pas in contact with the Venetian 
drcle, proposed ta apply sys tematically the proportions revealed in the 
Old Testament. 27 

22 P.T. folios 15 & 150 va. 
23 Commentaire sur le rimée, vol. III, 16.14 p.39. About this translation, André Festugière 

notes that following the prindple of analogia, ail cosmic realities are "symbols" of supra­
cosmic reahties. 

24 Sce A. Blunt in De l'Orme, pp. 153-154. 

25 R. Wittkower: Architectural Princip/es in the Age of Humanism, London 1967, p.103. 
26 Op. dt.,p.llO. 

27 Op. cit., p.121. Emphasls mine. 
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Mizauld's previously mentioned commentary is absolutely unamb­
iguous and supports a non-systematic intentionality through his under­
standing of the body and consequentlyof the proportions. De l'Orme is clearly 
seeking a metaphysical ground for his work. In his historical context, this 
could only be expressed in terms of a quest for origins in the Bible. For de 
l'Orme, mathematics still is a sacred endeavour. In the XVIth century, 
numbers have not yet lost their symbolic character and their analogical 
referents.28 It is this very aspect of the etymological origin of Proportion that 
has been underestimated by historians who were still grounding their work 
on scientific systems of values, to the point of finding themselves confronting 
unbearable "contradictions" between ideal models and defective realisations. 
Wittkower, when he explicitly studies the ratios from a mathematical 
standpo;nt, does not work on the basis of analogiral th in king about the world, 
which was nevertheless the vision shared by Humanists and Hermetists, 
whose ultimate keywords were not distinction and identity but amalgam and 
reciproci ty. 

It i~ necessary to review our interpretation of Ficino's commentary on 
the Timœus, indeed influential in Italy, with the insights of his major source, 
the last great systematizer of Greek philosophical traditions: ProcIus. His 
Commentary on the Timreus was authoritative for most French Humanists, 
from Guillaume Budé to the more obscure Loys le Roy, who gave the first 
French translation of the Timreus in 1551.29 Proclus himself insists on Plato's 
warning: 

Ail this Plato himself saw clearly, this is why he added "as far as 
possible" (32B5) in order for you not to require the same absolute degree 
of precision in physical reasonings as in mathematics. lndeed, if you dare 
examine each of the Elements, you will see how much melting it 
con tains. Air, for instance, is not only subtle, but il a/so has thickness, 
brumosity, moisture... For il is necessary that the top of the inferior 
Elements be linked to the base of the superior Elements.30 

28 See Alberto Pérez-Gomez, Architecture and the Crrsis of Modern Science, particularly 
chapters 1-2 and 9. On De l'Ormets understanding of stereotomy, sec p.227 : "The plates 
iIIustrating the use of projections in De J'Orme's Architecture did not constitute a mcthod : 
they did not derive from a general geometrical theory capable of gcneralizmg specifIe 
solutions for specifie problems." 

29 On this question, see Albert Rivaud, Ln première traduction françaIse du Timée de Platon, 
in Revue du XVIe ~ vol. IX, Paris 1922, pp. 286-289. 

30 III, 51.17, p.82. 



( 

( 

34 

Such a final precIsIOn is not without recalling th~ famous sentence of the 
Emerald Table, Bible of the Hermetists.31 In the sense of a general weaving of 
things, an intertwining, Proportion becomes the vehicle of a qualitative 
mixture when it is understood, writes Proclus, in its full etymological 
acceptation: 

Moreover, if must be observed that Plato here assumed and clearly 
indicated that he meant mediety or geometrical Proportion as we said (cf. 
op. cit.): The expression ana ton auton logon is more partieular to this 
one, this is why sorne ealled it analogia in the proper sense.32 

This allows for a complete rethinking of both the questions of Proportion and 
of body image. For an analogy as an agreement of ratios is more than a mere 
correspondance, it is an agreement of one thing with another, a likeness of 
relations between Elements, forms, bodies, and ultimately between Beings 
and Gods. 
And Philibert de l'Orme, as François Rabelais, participates in an analogical 
world in which the conceptions of his imagination are born and die, for they 
are considered to be alive, and are thus sacred.33 

The analogy between Man and Tree is a well-known one. For XVlth 
century man, it could however lead to crucial openings of consciousness, 
especially when your own name was synonymous to that of a tree, as was de 
l'Orme's case. For Philibert, as exemplified in the plates of the Conclusion, 
the Elm-tree is doubly symbolical. Contrary to the two tree& which seem to 
hamper each other's growth in an otherwise desolate landscape, the elm-tree 
and the vine are meant for each other. Jean Guillaume, referring to Virgil's 
Bucoliea, was the first to identify this mirroring between the tree and the 
Good Architect.34 But it is particularly fruitful to develop this hypothesis 

31 See Fulcanclli, Demeures Philosophales, T.II, p.312: "Ce qui est en bas est comme ce qui est 
en haut et ce qui est en haut est comme ce qui est en bas: par ces choses se font les miracles 
d'une seule chose." 

32 Ill, 52.5, p.82. 
33 It is therefore very far from J.P. Sartre's "folle du logis" because it was still an art of 

rclationships in which "there are no absolu te contradiction~ but necessary levels in­
bctween which circula tes the meaning of the literaI, of the "higher senses" and 
reciprocally. Following Roger Bacon's word, it is necessary ta speak spiritually of carnal 
things, and carnally of the spiritual." See Gaignebet, L'ésotérisme ... T.l,p26. See also 
Gllbcrt Durand: L'imagination symbolique, Paris 1989. 

34 See Jean Guillaume: Philibert De l'Orme: un traité différent in Les traités d'architecture 
de la Renaissance, p.348. De l'Orme himself mentions the "rustie books" written by Virgil 
and others. 
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further, for it happens to confirm the Dionysiac element of the architect's use 
of Hermeticisrn. In a rare study on the origins of the cult of Hermes which 
sheds sorne light on the metamorphosis of a myth which animated the 
Roman Empire, J.R. Harris writes: 

From the similitude of Hermas we learn that in Rome in his day, it was 
the custom to train the Vine upon the Elm. Hermes, then, is the Elm­
tree. When we make that equation, we see a gleam in the direction of 
philology: for Herm, as we shall see presently, is the same word as Elm. 
In Latin and the Roman languages, we find the forms: Ulm us in Latin, 
Orme in French, Urrno in Italian, by the side of English Elm. 35 

The decisive feature about the Good 
Architect's tree is definitely the notion of 
Abundance that appears explicitly, both 
in the text and in the engraving. In a 
totally different context, Harris 
establishes archeological evidences 
between Hermes and Dionysos. He 
shows that not only is the elm-tree the 
direct ancestor of the Herm, the syrnbolic 
Pillar of Roman crossroads, but it also 
incarnates the traditional tutor of the 
vine. For instance, Praxiteles' Herm es 
Carrying the Infant Bacchus and Silenus 
Carrying Dionysos from the Vatican 
Museum are two clear aspects of the 
same sacraliza tion of spiritual win e 
which, not surprisingly, entered the 
Christian tradition.36 Philibert could 
thus come back from his ltalian 
initiation with both a fascination for 
Roman antiquity and a secret respect for 
ancient cuIts which merged, even phon­
etically, with his personality and religious 
convictions: an embodied amalgam, so to 
speak! 

Silenus with infant Dionysos 
Vatican Museum 

35 Harris James Rendel, The origins of the Cult of Hermes, Manchester, 1929, p.9. 

36 Id., p.52. 
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François Rabelais' work, which, as early as the prologue to Gargantua, he 
openly placed under the protection of the Silenus, allows us (Ince more to 
unveil some aspects of Philibert's body image. In the story of Mc:ssere Gaster, 
Rabelais refers namely to another Italian "Monsieur" who is a well-known 
architect. But Gaster himself is above aH the "first master es Arts in the 
world", the ultimate origin of any human creation which is to say the 
"ventre", both stomach and womb, simultaneously locus of Instauration and 
place of Restauration.37 It is not superfluous to summarize Gaster's story as it 
is narrated at the end of the Fourth Book, which happens to be Rabelais' last 
"recognized" work and already conc1udes Pantagruel's friend's quest.38 It 
proves that there is more than a hypothetical friendship between Rabelais 
and de l'Orme, who not only knew the great Physician's work but must aiso 
have shared his sense of Hermetism. 

The symbol of the demi urge, the human origin of sublunar Creation, is 
Caster. Pantagruel lands on a wonderful but difficult island covered with 
mountains very rough ta the feet. After overcoming the problem of entering, 
the travellers find themselves in a garden, i.e. a paradisp, the manoir d'Arete 
or Rock of Virtue. !ts Lord is "mes sere Gaster", more creative than Fire and 
more inventive than the Celtic Mercury. 

With him lived in f'eace the good dame Penie, also called Indigence, 
mother of the nine Muses: Her union with Porus, lord of Abundance, 
gave birth a long lime ago to Love, the noble infant mediator of the 
Earth and Sky as stated by Plata in the Symposium.39 

One can only obey dictatorial Gaster, who does not hear anything else than 
himself, for he has no ears and only speaks by signs. When he gives his 
orders, he is more frightening th an the Lion and the kingdom of Somates 
(the body) never manages to plot against hirn. When he feels good, he is very 
generous, inventive and eloquent. 

Sa in reward, he invents aU the Arts, aU machines, ail crafts, ail artifices 
and Subtleties. 40 

He can ev en command animaIs to become poets and snakes to spring up 
from the ground (l) He has onlyone big problem: He eats everything. Now 
about the disciples of such an Ingenious mas ter, !hey can even transcend the 
best "artistic creations" of Nature, who however invented aIl the wonderft11ly 

37 Book IV, 57 p. 733. 

38 On this question, see for example A.F. Berry: Rabelais: Homo logos, p.120. 
39 Book IV, 57 p.734. 

40 Book IV, 57 p.736. 
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diverse shapes of seashells.41 Their carnivalesque appearances are 
monstruous and their orgy, Bacchic. From Nature, Gaster received "bread ar,ô 
its goods" along with the necessary skills for keeping them. 

He invented military art and weapons to protect the grain, medicine and 
astrology, mathematics ... docks and sun dials ... the art of carrying from 
one place to another ... boats and ships (an invention which stunned the 
Elements).,. he invented the art of building, fortifications and casties .. , 
(but also) the means to demolish fortresses and casties with machines, 
thus revealing their design (i.e. to mankind>, very poorly understood by 
the Ingénieurs du génie, Vitruvius' disciples, as confessed by Messire 
Philibert de l'Orme, grand architecte du roi Mégiste. 42 

The list of analogies 
between Caster and 
Philibert does not end 
there, and already shows 
very explicitly a proximity 
with sorne elements of the 
architect' s imagi na tion, 
w hich is not in itself very 
astonishing. What is more 
striking is a sacralisation of 
Matter under the emblem 
of Flesh in a conception 
that emphasizes cyclical 
metamorphosis. 

Now it is in fact this 
very profound embodied 
meaning of analogical 
thinking which lies in the 
mystery of nutrition. If, as 1 
have shown, Proportion is 
above aIl an analogical 

Les songes drôlatiques de Pantaguel 
Plate XXII, Paris, 1565 

41 Book IV, 57 p.739, On this question of the paradigmatic relationship bctween invention and 

seashells in Renaissance imaginations, see also De l'Orme folio 219, and on the contrary 

Palissy, who in the Recepte Veritable suggests imitating shells for the bUIlding of 

fortifications, p.115, 119, 

42 Book IV, 61 p.748. 
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form of knowledge, one can only agree with René Alleau who writes in his 
celebrated work on symbolism: 

When we want to ask where the consciousness of analogy that grounds 
the logie of symbols cornes from, we often forget that the law of 
similitude or action of the simiIar on the similar can have experimental 
and existential origins, as given by the assimilation of the living by the 
living, that is to say nutrition. It is from the universality of nutrHion 
and not only {rom sexuality that we have to question these paleopsychic 
depths. 43 

René Alleau ascribes relational dynamism to nutritional processes in which 
the uni verse itself is like our Gaster. But he emphasizes an essential factor 
that distinguishes creative intentions seeking a rJlimetism by identification 
from those that are articulated on similitudes, Le. an amalgam of resemblance 
and difference. For Alleau, the analogical drive owes its creative expressivity, 
embodied and allowing a concrete experience of multiplicity, to "its capacities 
for sliding through the stitches of the logical net in which struggle the 
living ... "44 

In view of aU this, il must be emphasized that for Philibert de l'Orme, 
the question is not to imitate the external image of the body but to hear its 
proportions and order "which is in aIl the parts and members external as weIl 
as internaI of this [bodyl."45 The contemplation of analogical relationships 
transforms the body in an experimental mediator that is as unavoidable as 
the Athanor can be to an alchemist. In everyday cycles, in the sequence of 
years, in the generation, decay, and sometimes mutilation of this "ancient 
fortress" depicted in the background of the Bad Architeet, Philibert seems to 
feel the need to transcend tradition, although belatedly, if we consider that it 
was only expressed in the conclusion. The analogical body of everyday 
experience is thus both ridiculed and venerated in its grotesque or monstrous 
manifestations. BacC'hus, symbolizing the vitality of matter (quick), and the 
di-vine movement of the Elements, are only interchangeable terms covering 
the sa me hermetic understanding of flesh. 

43 René Alleau, La science des symboles, p.73. See also La nutrition et les origines mimétiques 
de l'analogie, p.77. 

44 Alleau, op.cit., p.80. See also Wayne Shumaker: The Occult Sciences in the Renaissance, 
particularly p.193, "Mental habits: the importance of anal ogy" whieh emphasizes specifie 
uses in Alchemy insisting on the nutritive element, p.196. 

45 P.T., p.4. 
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When Philibert deals with the issue of the qualities of stones, he 
succeeds in formulating a poetic vision that corresponds exactly to the 
nufritional aspect of analogy: 

This kind of mud is useless, for it is soft and tender like clay, it dissolves 
and can be soaked when it stays in water or is humidified. True, after 
being a long time inside the ventre of the Earth, in the already 
mentioned quarries, if becomes hard, and converts in the nature of 
Stone, as it is very weil known and experienced by those who visil the 
quarries.46 

There is no doubt in the architect's practice that matter is not a petrified 
substance, for it lives, "is eaten and consumes itself with time".47 It faUs 
within the definition of Festina lente,48 which became an ethical maxim 
during the Renaissance. The body on which the architect builds an image is a 
sUent concert: A notion particularly weIl articulated in Ficino's 
neoplatonism. His astrological psychology distinguishes Mercury from 
Apollo, as shown by T. Moore, who writes: 

Mercury's interpretative abilities add imaginative understanding to tlte 
Luna-Venus combinations, but his insight is moist, close to Earth, 
involved with experience, not distant like that of Apollo.49 

The flesh of the world will be shaped by the craftsman associating two types of 
creativity which, in the Renaissance, are not comparable to Nietszche's 
interpretation of Greek tragedy. It is not yet a dualism in a forest of 
distinctions, but a modality, both ethical and perceptual. A necessary polarity, 
Bacchus and Apollo are inseperable because the tension is solved (or 
coagulated) in Hermes.50 It celebrates a sense of fertility, symbolized by the 
famous Rabelaisian "braguette", as it appears in folio 51vo, and which must 
have been "imitated" in the plate of the Bad Architect and surprisingly 
"transmuted", perhaps as a cornucopia by the Hermes-like architect. In fact, 
the imaginations mirroring Hermes are always eminently multiple and not 
only double- or Tris-megistus but by nature heteronymous.51 Hermes is 

46 P.T. folio 25vo and 26. 

4 7 See folios 25vo and 26. 

48 Literally, "Hurrying slowly". 
4 9 T. Moore, The Planets Within. p.143. 

50 Even in Antiquity, for Hermes was also Priapus. 
51 This has bccn weil studied by one of James HilIman's c.ollaborators, W.C. Dot y, who 

gathered an Impressive documentation on the various quJalficatives that apply to Hermes. 

Facing the Gods, pp.115-133. 
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above aIl the symbol of a heady multiplicity of things and beings, an 
essentially demiurgical diversity which, in the way of vegetal life, blooms in 
the Spring and comes back to its dark winter retreat. The magical "Herb" in 
Rabelais' Third Book, that is to say the Pantagruelion, and Philibert's Orme, 
are both vehides for th~ same notion of Festina lente. To Edgar Wind in his 
Pagan Mysteries,52 such a philosophy of "hâte-toi lentement", of hurrying 
slowly, is a fundamental key to Renaissance imaginations. Ripening is an 
expression of vitality before representing a path to death. The man of the 
carnival still knows that filth is a potential fertilizer. In fact, in the same way 
that Pantagruelion allows the most amazing magical inventions, Philibert's 
Orme can sustain the growing of the vine, for man cannot control ripening 
but only allow it to happen and thus conform to it. 
Festina lente is in that 
sense the deep secret of 
Nature, the one sought by 
medieval Alchemists and 
celebrated by Renaissance 
artists. 
The wings on the feet of 

Hermes-Architect are dear­
Iy the sign of his vivacity, 
bu t not a source of 
agi ta tion, his quickness has 
no comparison with the 
Bad one's panic: he knows 
movement in stillness. 

Rabelais gives us his 
own vivisection of the 
body, at the apex of festina 
lente, in his famous 
description of Quaresme-
prenant's anatomy53 of ex­
ternal and internaI parts. 54 

It is the ultimate Bacchus, 

" 

" 

-A.L 

Aldine Emblem for Festina Lente 
(from Edgar Wind, plate #52) 

52 Chapter VI, "Ripcncss Is Ail". Wtnd quotes Erasmus in his Adagia, p.98. See also A.F. 
Berry, op.ci t. p. 50. 

53 The thrcc days of Shrovetide, before Lent. 
54 Book IV. Sec chaptcrs 29 to 33. 
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a full case of ripcning that can only be turned upside down. He is monstrous 
like A1'ltiphysie whose children are like an inverted tree and roll on their 
spherical heads.55 About the issue of these inexhaustible metaphoricallists of 
body parts given in the Quaresmeprenant passage, Marie-Madeleine Fontaine 
has brilliantly shown their crucial role in the modification of medieval 
mentalities. The body images change with new perceptions even though the 
anatomical truth were not more absolute.56 Rabelais criticizes the endless 
mimetic descriptions favored by the Galenian anatomists in order to 
memorize body parts in a true, but imaginative continuum. However, he 
does not reject the medium but rather its doctrinal subversion. He still 
believes in analogical thinking even after Vesalius' discovery that Galen 
dissected monkeys! In fact, he plays with the double "simiesque" side of his 
verve and compares Antiphysie's children to apes. In the nascent debate 
between similarity and difference, analogy and identity, Rabelais shows that 
by definition a creative analogy is never realistic. 

Referring to a nutritional origin is another way of saying that images 
have their foundation in the divine potbellied region of the body. However, 
this is also explicit in the many representations of the macrocosm on which 
the center of the microcosm fluctuates between the navel and the pubes (See 
Chapter 3, page 46). From this vortex, one imagines a world with aIl its 
hierarchies and Mizauld in his marginalia cannot refrain from exclaiming: 

Beautiful comparison between a Kingdom and aIl its parts with the 
human body.57 

In Philibert's quest, the coincidence of the proportions given by the Scriptures 
and their modulation through the filter of the human body seems to be the 
path to a forthcoming architecture whose flesh has the ephemeral character of 
the Mercurial paradigm. It is important to remember that to his 
contemporaries, Quicksilver was still the miracle remedy for skin diseases, 
and most particularly for the incurable carnal illness called "Mal des 
Français", "Mal de Naples" or Syphillis.58 A question of life and death in 
which everything can be suspected of concealing potential virtue, sometimes 
even intentionally. For example, analogies between stones, human beings 
and plants can be so strong that when our architect contemplates a wall and 

55 Thus cri ticizing Plato's deEinition of Beauty and Order in the Timœus. 
56 M.M. Fontaine: Quaresmeprenant : l'ima~e littéraire et la contestation de )'anaIQ~Jç 

médicale. in Rabelais in Glasgow, pp.87-111. 
57 P. T., folio 3. 
58 Sœ Jackie Pigeaud, Médecine et médecins Padouans, in Les siècles d'or de la médecine, p.23. 
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sees ivy growing on it, he can only imagine it in terms of a relationship. For 
Philibert, ivy is another way of saying Inimica Amicitia, for it destroys the 
wall on which it spreads and grows excessively. 

And doing sa, it dies as if killed the wall. The same thing happens ta 
men ... 59 

For Philibert de l'Orme, Filarete and even Alberti,60 Nature is still 
manifesting its Remonstrances to the wandering alchemist 61 as weIl as to the 
builder. 

The human body and the flesh of architecture are understood as two 
weavings of analogies with aIl the inherent reciprocities that this implies. But 
in order to fully embody this clearing of meaning, would not Hermes need 
Ariadne? A fortiori if he incarnates Dionysos, it is thus another dimension of 
femininity that arises under Venus - Diana's face. In classical mythology, 
Bacchus consoled Ariadne, had a sacred union with her and is said to have 
placed her among the stars, along with the crown he gave her at their 
wedding. The wings which ornate the hermetic shoes of the Good Architect 
are paradoxically what confirms this deep connection with Rabelaisian 
syrnbolism. Pantagruel is the one who gave the explanation while 
coagulating the un-solvable questions thrown at him by his thirsty friends, 
just after they met Gaster: 

You know, do you not, that the Amycleans of old, who revered and 
worshipped Bacchus above ail the other gods, gave him the most fitting 
title of Psila ? Psila in Dorie means wings. For as, by the help of their 
wings, birds fly lightly aloft into the air, sa with the aid of Bacchus - of 
good, tasty, and delicious wine, that is ta say - the spirits of humankind 
are raised on high, their bodies manifestly made nimbler, and what was 
earthy in them becomes pliant.62 

59 N.l., folio 6. 

60 Sec glossary at the end of Rykwert's edition of the Ten Books, pA25. About a type of stone 

callro redivivus, Vitruvius uses it to mean "old stone" (7.13) but Alberti's usage is less 

specifie. For the most part, he applies redivivus to a category of stone that exhibits a 
certain Hfe or vitality about it, flint for instance. 

61 ThIS IS the title of a very important book attributed to Jean Perréal and dating from 1516. It 

was ilIustrated by a wonderful miniature portraying "Les remontrancE'S de Nature à 

l'Alchimiste Errant". Jean Perréal also drew the plan for François II and Marguerite de 

Bretagne's tomb in Nantes (1502). This work depicting the four cardinal virtues was 

sculpted by MIchel Colombe (see A. Blunt, Art and Architecture, pAO.) Fulcanelli gives a 

commcntary in the Second Tome of lus Demeures. See also Van Lennep, Alchimie, pp.95-96. 
62 Book IV, ch.65. J.M. Cohen's translation, pp. 591-592. 
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Whether Philibert identifies with Hermes' skills or Dionysos' virtues, 
he does not forget what he owes Ariadne who had the remedy for 
Labyrinthian issues: 

We now have ta thread, as one says, our needle in arder to sew and 
correctly gather the body and the matter of this Third Book Witll tlle help 
of the compass and the ruler.63 

63 P.T., folio 51vo. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Curing Ethereal Vertigo with Geometrical "Tours de rorce" 

Alike his herald Hermes, Philibert de l'Orme was a relentless traveller. 
From his native Dauphiné, then Italy where he studied Antiquity, he 
eventually moved to Brittany as Chief Surveyor of civil works and 
fortifications before building for the King lü the Loire Valley and around 
Paris. 1 In his Premier Tome, Philibert describes the architect's luggage in 
which there is, of course, the unavoidable equilateral triangle, or more exactly 
one he invented, "and generally, going along with it, an astrolabe and 
Ephemerides, with other books and compasses ... "2 Unfortunately, although 
he explains in great detail the use of many geometrical instruments, he 
remains sHent about the means to calculate astral motions. His attitude is 
similarly ambiguous about who to consult for a site analysis. What is certain 
is that an architect had to be an astrologer,3 but Philibert states that it is 
mainly up to the elient to embark upon the task of choosing the advisers, 
even before starting a design: 

When ail this will have been considered, and after listening to the wise 
men, the philosophers and physicians, who know the nature of places, 
Air, and Waters, as Hippocrates wrote in his book, then you will think of 
looking for an architect. 4 

The commentary we find in the margin also insists on the need to be 
correctly advised, which is not really surprising if we consider that it was 
written by Antoine Mizauld, a Montluçon scholar (1520-1578), himself a 
physician and an astrologer.5 Jean-Marie Pérouse de Montelos not only 

For a survey of these aspects of his biography, see Blunt, Philibert de l'Orme, appendix C. 

This lcttcr written by the architect and kept in the Bibliothèque Nationale is entitIed, 
"Instruction de Monsieur d'Ivry, dict de l'Orme, Abbé de Sainct-Sierge, et cestui Me 

architectcur du Roy". Pérouse de Montclos also suggests a second trip to Italy toward 1560, 
thlS time for an inteIlectuaI conversion. See "Présentation des Traités", p.S. 

2 Premier Tome, folio 41 vo. 

3 P. T., folio 1 VO and more explicitly in folio 11. 
4 P.T., folIo 9 VO. 

S This hypothesis was fonnulated by Henri Clouzot in Philibert de l'Orme, 1910, pp.88~89. It 
is dcvclopcd by Jean-Marie Pérouse de Montclos in his Presentation, p.6. We know that he 
was Philibcrt's fricnd and that he shared with him the same motto: "Ne Quid Nemis". 
Mizauld dedicatcd to the architect one of his astronomicaI works, the Nova et mira 
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restituted the treatises in their original pagination with their genuine 
engravings, but by doing so he showed that most historians working with the 
1626 and 1648 editions were using distorted documents. 

L E Q.V A T R I.E MEL l V R E 
DE VARCHITECTV:RE O'E P·H1LIBERT 

D S L' 0 R M B, LYONNOI S, CONSEl~LER ET 
Aulmofnier ordinaire du Roy, Abbé de 

faina: Eloy lez Nqyon, &.de 
s. Serge lez AngcFs. 

86 

He specifically analysed the heading in Book 4, invented by de l'Orme after 
the printing of the first three books, and calculated the architect's birth date 
starting from astrological indications given by this picture. Beyond the issue 
of historical accuracy, Pérouse de Montclos recognizes that these new 
elements confirm Philibert's interest for astrology, astronomy and 
Hermetism in genera1.6 

The importance of astrology and alchemy in aU the arts of the Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance is no longer to be demonstrated. However, it is still 

artificia comparandorum fructum, olerum, radicum, published in 1564, only thrœ years 

prior to the Premier Tome. 
6 See Jean-Marie Pérouse de Montclos, "Horoscope de Philibert de l'Orme", in Revue de ,'Art, 

1986, pp. 16-18, In fact, the real starting point of this a~(rological hypothcsis cornes from 

the coincidental position of the sign of Gemini 0", the armilliary spheres of both the 

frontispiece and the head band. Furthermore, t!,is sign is represcnted along wlth Mercury 
on a carved beam (rom Philibert's house, as showed by the engravmg in Nouvel/es 
Inventions, folio 46. 
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necessary to study in detail the richness of theoe oc cult sciences, especially in 
their architectural transpositions and imaginai manifestations'? This 
knowledge was analogical in the proper sense, i.e. an interplay of the notions 
of rnacrocosrn with microcosm. Therefore, it cannot be considered or even 
evalu.lted in the light of Modern Science, but belongs to an essentially and 
truly poetic realm.8 It is a prerequisite to approach with respect the gnostic 
sense of mystery, indeed pregnant with meaning, which sustains these poetie 
endeavours, even more 50 if the issue is to understand how buildings could 
be qualitatively eonsidered as loci, or places. In doing 50, this critical attitude 
adresses the totality in a manner that should remain as non-specialized as 
those various hermetic standpoints. For ex ample, to analyse the heading in 
Book 4 and to foeus exc1usively on its astrological aspects could mean denying 
the necessary overlapping and intersubjective character ot these frames of 
work. Philibert, of course, considers Ptolemy as a wise philosopher,9 but he 
also refers to the "Thrice Great", rediscovered by the Florentines, when he 
wants to restate that "as Above, 50 Below": 

In such a way that if one of the planets does not follow this occult 
harmony which keeps in accord the discordant elements, tht: already 
named building of this little world would be u:1inhabitable and useless. 
This is why, it seems to me, "Mercure Trimégiste" really wrote that the 
seven Pla nets have been crea/ed and ordered out of God, as sustainors, 
tu tors and governors, after himself, of the inferior and sensible world.10 

It is th us in this perilous triple sense, Le. medical, philosophical 
(alchemical) and astrological, that 1 would like to investigate and indeed joïn 
sorne theoretical aspects of Philibert's imagery, deliberately discarding the 
need to identify, thus leaving the door open to polysemie readings. It is 

7 Imagination is hcre to be understood in the sense coined by Henry Corbin. See for instance 
"Munduf. Imaginalis, or the Imaginary and the ImaginaI", SPRING (Analytical Psychology 
Club of New York), 1972, p.16. The Mundus Imagina lis points to another reality that 

encompasscs "normal" reality without being merely opposed to il. In that sense, it is very 
diffcrent from our understanding of imagination as fantasy. 1 believe that Philibert's sense 
of images was doser to the perception of an' intennediary realm which like "memory", has 
its own substantial manifestations. 

8 In the original meaning of poiesis, that is to say without any split between theory and 
practicc, pocHc creation and the poet himself. On this last point, see Hans-Goerg Gadamer, 
The relevance of the beautiful, pp. 117-118, ar.d Alberto Perez-Gomez, Architecture and the 
Crlsis of Modern Science, polO. 

9 Folio lOvo. 

1 0 P.T. folio 2vo. 
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perhaps interesting to start again from Pérouse de Montc1os's own 
hypothesis. An examination of the engraving at the head of Book 4 reveals 
the inscription of four planets which are made parallel with emblems, 
persons and attributes. On the top of the rectangular composition, two 
compasses and a plumb level are more familiar symbolical instruments. 
Concerning the bird which dominates the heading, Pérouse de Montelos sees 
it as Athena's owl, referring to Pallas' wisdom, here assodated with the 
snakes who prudently master the compasses. In this hypothesis, the upper 
part of the picture would represent the qualities which the architect must 
acquire, superimposed on those given by the position of the Planets at his 
birth. It would also mean that Philibert de l'Orme considered astrology in its 
controversial judiciary aspect. As for the lions on both sides of the plate, they 
would thus only evoke Philibert'E, birth town. In the blazon, the moon would 
correspond to Philibert's patron Diane de Poitiers and the sun to Henry II. If 
Diane de Poitiers is the "chaste Venus" referred to in Philibert's text,11 she is 
very difficult to recognize in the female figure Mercury strangely glances at.12 

However, such an indirect way of looking at things can be taken as an 
invitation to consider other explanations for the Priest-architect's Venus. As 
Robert Graves in his celebrated book, one can legitimately ask who this White 

Goddess is. Is she the Eros of Renaissance artistic drives, elliptically described 
by Mizauld as follows: 

Venus signifying love and friendship 
As Mercury signifies letters and commerce. 

We have seen in the previous Chapters how important it is to ascribe the 
astrology / medicine / alchemy amalgam to an analogical mode of 
consciousness characteristic of pre-Scientific mentalities.13 Each of these three 
ways of considering "being in the world" refers to a particular questioning but 
shares with the others the same global premises. Therefore, one has to 
acknowledge their specificities without opposing their poetic insights. 

11 Sec folio 3: Philibert writes that in the anclent days, ambiguously enough, thcrc was a 

chaste Venus and an immodest one. 
1 2 On most plates of the Premier Tome, the gazes are often tumcd to the left, Iike sidclong 

glances, except for the angels on the frontispiece. But this engraving has "strangely" becn 
rcproduced, as shown by the invertcd inscriptions in the armilliary sphcre. 

13 Or to quote Manfredo Tafuri, "Discordant Harmony from Alberti to Zuccaii", in 
Architectural Design, vol. 49, nO 5-6, p.40: ("To this] possibility of knowlcdgc ry analogy of 

the innermost nature of the uni verse, given that the numerical ratios of musIc and 
architecture render the uItimate justifications of the creation perceivable." 
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Astr%gy 
When applied to architecture, astrology considers a building like any 

other being, and is thus preoccupied with whatever invisible influences can 
affect its embodiment. In a way, it is concerned with astrality insofar as it 
reveals the motions of a soul, and in that sense, Fieino's astrology, to which 
Philibert explieitly refers, is for instance clearly grounded in animism. For 
Fieino and most astrologers of the Renaissance, it is through the notion of 
quintessence that this aspect of God's virtue reconeiles Platonism with 
Christianity. Astrology could become an ally for geometry because it originally 
ackowledged the ubiquitous essence of the Soul. In the first Chapter of his 
book on the Heavens, Fieino writes: 

Yet a/ways remember that just as the power of our soul adheres to limbs 
through the Spirit, so the power of the Anima Mundi, through the 
quintessence which everywhere flourishes as if it were a spirit inside the 
word/y body, spreads out through ail things that are under the Anima 
Mundi... The quintessence, however, can be taken inside more and more 
by us, if we know how to separate it from the other Elements with which 
il is heavily mi:œd, or at least if we know how to use those things which 
abound in it.1 4 

In this respect, it is interesting to note that Mars and Saturn, two pla nets 
generally considered as more agressive and less favourable for the 
development of Spirit and Soul, are strangely absent from the heading on 
which we are reflecting. 15 The question raised by astrology in its relationship 
ta architecture adresses its capacities of prediction. The drawings are 
projections insofar as they are seen as instruments of divination. They are 
potentially cathartic devices subjected to an intentionality that considers 
architecture as a propitiatory endeavour. 

Medicine 
Philibert de l'Orme is totally clear about the influences of medical 

perceptions on his theory of architecture, although he is aware that the 
architect's task is essentially a preventive one. On this point, he follows 
Rabelais' criticism of CorneEus Agrippa von Nettesheim on the fact that any 
action was 50 rnuch subjected to the need to predict its outcome that sorne 

14 The Book of Lite, Book 3, "On Making Your Life Agree with the Heavens", Ch. l, p.89. 
1 5 Sec for instance Fteino, Book 3, Ch.11, p.19. "It is nevertheless possible, even though it is 

rarc, for the forces of Mars and Satum to be of service to the Spirit as a kind of medicine." 
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magicians did no!. hesitate to resort to "astrology, geomancy, c:heiromancy, 
metopomancy and other sciences of that Kidney. "16 In his typically 
contradictory way of thinking, the great physician nevertheless acknowledged 
that there should be as many means as there are vapours in the sky. He thus 
suggested to grasp the multiformity of becoming: 

... by pyromancy, by aeromancy, much esteemed by Aristophanes in his 
clouds - by hydromancy, or by lecanomancy [ .. .] catoptromancy [ ... ] 
coscinomancy [ ... 1 astragalomancy [ .. .] alectryomancy [ ... J 17 

If medicine itself consists in predictions, the coincidental presence of the 
Caduceus in Hermes' attributes as favored by Philibert also shows how 
paradigmatic a science it was. One of the most intriguing but never realized 
project of de l'Orme was an "Hôtel Dieu", that is to say a public hospital 
operated by the clergy.18 What seems to have literally fascinated Philibert, 
apparently inspired by Vitruvius and Alberti, but actually more stimulated by 
medical works, are the issues of decay and alteration, particularly in their 
"aerial" components. As will be analysed further in this Chapter, the winds 
are eminently meaningful as vehicles both for dreams and evil spirits. What 
they carry within themselves can make a place unliveable and dangerous for 
the health. And Mizauld adds in the margin: 

Great inconvenients (incomoditez) will follow the design of a house 
when it has been badly thought out and executed.19 

Alchemy 
Among aIl metamorphoses, decay is the form of change which 

alchemical minds are most specifically concerned about. For Paracelsus' 
contemporaries, even alchemy has therapeutic implications, to the point of 
fusing into a kind of medical astrobiology towards the end of the XVIt h 
Century. Alchemy, we must remember, starts with the beHef that not only is 
everything alive, but it is also animated by the same breath (or pneurna). 
What is seen as being truly the immanent interplay of two principles (Sulfur 

16 Book Ill. In Cohcn's translation, see p.356. 
1 7 Cohen pp. 358-359. 
1 8 Pérouse locates it in Lyon, where Rabelais also practised as a physlcian. Sec "Les éditions 

des traités de Philibert dc l'Orme au XVIIe sièclc", in Traités d'architecture à la 
Renaissance, p.363. See also "Prés(;ntation", p.47. 

1 9 P.T., foho 16. 
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and Mercury)20 is only distinguished by its formaI manifestations. With 
Paracelsus# it is through a new understanding of disease, brought about by 
considering that what cures and changes plants and mineraIs can equally 
affect human beings, that the limits of the body as dictated by the Galenian 
theory of the four Humors will be abolished. It is paradoxical that at the time 
when architecture was disengaging from its mediceval inclusion in the 
mechanical arts, medicine was revealing new mysteries which were going to 
renovate the architect's oid thaumaturgic role.21 This is another reason why 
Hermes was so stimulating and seduetive for Philibert, as a dynamic mes­
senger between the various counsellors who surrounded the architect's 
practice and ensurcd the accuracy of his graphie predictions. Similarly and 
from an a1chemical vantage point, the two lions which proteet the heading in 
Book 4, one dark and the other luminous, one red, the other one green, 
symbolize the opposition of fixity and volatiIity. This is aIso suggested by the 
confrontation of the snakes who embraee the compasses and face the bird. AU 
forms are composed of joints and geometrical angles, of course, but in 
Philibert's imagination the y are not isolated from the invisible movements 
that surround them and shape aIl the directions of his living perception of 
space. To summarize in his own terminology what we have introduced up to 
now: 

This was very general: but more partieularly to philosophize, and 
eoneerning the use ot our architecture, it is not enough to know the 
already mentioned parts and angles of the world, but also the winds that 
come from them whether they are principal or cardinal, or even 
subprincipal and collateral (as they are ca lled) , that ean help us or offend 
us, depending on their place and nature. Because they alter air, air and 
the humors of the body and the spirits within the blood, and therefore 
health - if this air is not correeted or stopped by ifs counterpart.22 

20 In fact, they were thrce in Para cel su s' theories, but SaIt was seen as the offspring of the 

Mercury-Sulphur couple, and rernained such in Medireval understanding. Sec for instance 

René Alleau, "Aspects de l'Alchimie traditionnelle", p.145. There is no question that Salt 

represents the harmonizing principle between Mercùry and Sulphur. Therefore, in Alleau's 

words, lt is "not a pnnciple but a consequence of their union". 

2 1 Rudolf Allers, "Macrocosrnus - from Anaximandros to Paracelsus", in Tradition, vol. II, New 

York, 1944, p.399. "Paracelsus defines man as an "excerpt" of the whole machina mundi, a 

mÎCromsrn: not in hls shape and corporeal substance, but in his powers and virtues, he is like 

the big world," Allers insists that it is only after Paracelsus that sorne scientists 

catcgorized the notions of microcosm and rnacrocosm ! 
22 P.T., folio 14. 
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Now, if WE come back to astrology and attempt a more detailed study of 
this first aspect of Renaissance Hermetism, we must acknowledge that, 
indeed, a true symbolism of Air and Ether is hidden, or at least waiting, 
behind the cosmologies articulated on the macro-micro analogies. This 
"Poétique du songe", as Bachelard described it, was at the time an attempt to 
understand soul, spirit and body, but it simultaneously allowed a qualitative 
description of places. The question is thus to examine how it eventually led to 
a form of architectural animism in the case of Philibert's imaginary: How 
could the permanent solidity and presence of his architecture respond to the 
fluidity and evanescence of his ethereal imagination, whether it was moved 
by zephyrs or whirlwinds? One cannot undertake a study of the dialogue 
between astrology and architecture as experienced in the wake of the 
Medicis23 without considering both the "psychological" content revealed by 
the stars and the fact that soul was synonymous with breath. From a 
contemporary point of view, which still is extremely positivistic, one risks 
reducing the more revealing analogies ta sorne mere childishness of pre­
scientific consciousness. It is unfortunately how one can explain Henri 
Clouzot's mistrust about Philibert's bizarre "comparison of the world being 
composed of seven planets, as architecture is of seven parts".24 However, 
Philibert himself warns the reader as if sorne of his contemporaries already 
misunderstaod such metaphors: 

Concerning the seven necessary things for the construction and 
preservation of a body: one should not fznd this expression too 
strange.25 

One can eventually criticize de l'Orme far inhabiting 50 much this 
symbolic perception of Number that it prevented him from develaping 
further its impact on architecture. However, this division seems more 
paradigmatic than prescriptive, for it disappears progressively in the rest of 
the treatise. The seven elements being wall, door, fireplace, window, floor, 
roof and ceiling, it is clear that what struck Clouzot was the apparent 
simplicity of this theoretical division. This is aU the more amplified by 
Philibert's reluctance to examine its astrological implications, so convinced 

23 See Janet Cox~Rearick, Dynasty and Destiny in Medici Art: Pontorno, Leo X, and the Two 
Cosinus. Princeton, 1984. 

24 Henri Clouzot: Philibert de l'Ome, p.l00. 
25 P.T., folio 2vo. And we can add: because God IS the only true demi urge who gave seven 

different lights to inform matter (in the Aristotelian sense) when He creatcd the scven 
moving stars. 
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was he of the symbolic power of the number seven. It would be reductive not 
to recognize that in de l'Ormes's view, the parts are clearly less important 
than the whole, which must be "agglutinated and accomodated, according to 
the learned architect's spirit, invention and ordonnance".26 The architect's 
mind is here understood as a particular symbolic imagination whose 
"ethereal vertigo", Sv to speak is in direct connection with the seven planets 
as described by Ficino.27 

The Florentine Hermetist gave an interpretation which influenced the 
architect through his scholar friend Antoine Mizauld. It is thus necessary to 
look at the symbolic treatment of the four planets which have a particular 
role in the heading: Le. Mercury, Jupiter, Venus, and the Sun. There are 
already two hypotheses that seem to converge. Either the planets refer to an 
astrological portrait and in that case they can reveal what Philibert considered 
important to understand his work as an architect. Or the same planets had a 
magical, and why not, incantatory virtue, supposed to enhance and develop 
the gifts required to be an architect. In this second aspect, they would be meant 
for the reader, which could explain the strong recurring apparition of this 
image throughout the rest of the Premier Tome. Therefore, whether they 
speak of Philibert's intention or directIy of his theory of architecture, these 
four ru bries received in Philibert's imagination an architectural value that 
must have been seen as equally instrumental as the depicted tools which 
dominate the heading. 

It is important to remember that Fieino, if he refers to astrological influ­
ences, never limits them to planetary conjunctions. In De vita cœlitus 
eomparanda, he writes: 

If you want your body and spirit to receive power {rom sorne limbs 
of the world, for example {rom the Sun, learn which are the solar things 
among metals and stones, even more among plants, but among the 
animal warld most of aH, especially among men.28 

Amongst the planets invoked by Philibert, two of them received a particular 
treatment to the point of being personified. We already know the importance 
of Mercury, who was very probably the source of Philibert's fascination with 
Hermetism and of a certain obscurity, the sign of which reappears in the 
feminine aspect of Venus. 

26 P. T., folio 2vo. 

27 Philibert refcrs cxplicitly to F.cino and implicitly to rus De Vita Triplici (1489). Sœ folio 
32. 

28 Translahon hy C. Boer, Dallas, 1980, p.90. 



The Sun is associated with the 
cosmos in the form of the 
armillary sphere already 
present in the frontispiece. 
Jupiter, represented in the 
headband by a tin pot, cons­
titues the new and rather 
surprising element. It is of 
course very risky to propose 
one aspect of Ficino's comm­
entary rather than another, 
unless we keep in mind sorne 
articulations of de l'Orme's 
imagery already explored in 
the previous Chapters. Thus, 
we find in Ficino a few 
analogies which deal with 
changes in terms of processes 
of nutrition and digestion, de-
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scribing, although very enigma- Heading in Book 4 

tically, the interplay between the (detail showing the tin pot and 

Sun and Jupiter. the symbol of Jupiter) 

1 hope you realize how much one must look ta the general influx into 
everything. The proper and most accomodating influx is from love. 
There are, however, in the nature of the body, powers for attracting, 
retaining, digesting, and expelling - Jupiter hîmself helps aIl these, 
especially the power of digesting, of dividing, and /ikewise the power of 
generating, nourishing, and increasing, on account of his airy and large 
humor and his ample heat, mîldly dominating the humor. Certain/y, 
when the rays of love are diffused everywhere, the /ight of the Sun gels 
especially tempered for the health of man, and the rays of Venus and the 
Moon, too.29 

Such an emphasis on the airy emanations from Jupiter cannot of course solve 
the dilemmas that come From a purely emblematic standpoint.30 However, it 

29 Idem, p.103. 

30 See for instance Pérouse de Montclos' wavering description of thlS symbohsm ln 

"Horoscope", p.16. Referring to the tm pot next to the astrologlcal symbol of Jupiter, he 
writes: "The vase is more ambiguous: iconologies tell us that It means Intelligence, Rcason 
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is true that Philibert, although he sel dom categorizes, from time to time 
jumps to conclusions. For example, if farmers are ruled by Saturn, it also 
means that they represent the elementary necessities, the terres trial source of 
balance for a body or a group of people, in the same way that 

if a kingdom has no justice or religion, signified by Jupiter, how could 
the kings reign and in what state would the kingdom be ? 31 

We have already seen that in Philibert's intentionality, the totality, here 
symbolized by the kingdom, is what eventually allows identification of the 
various organizing dynamisms. As with the four elements, the seven planets 
do not belong to independant categories but depend on a holistic reterent, 
here clearly cosmologica1.32 It is certainly the characteristic absence of the two 
agressive planets that pleads for a reappraisal of the heading. It cannot refer to 
a vague allusion to the French kingdom, as mentionned in the Epistre, but it 
rather converges toward a set of symbolic referents, the virtue of which must 
have been seen as deeply propitiatory. They favour invention but also the 
public commerce of this creativity since the major emblem is still the 
Mercury of "lettres et marchandises".33 Philibert even uses the word 
"communication", which sounds 50 modern to us today.34 In fact, in the 
XVlth Century, "commerce" was already a synonym for "relationship", and 
in this respect, Fieino gives sorne advice in order to correct, with the help of 
Jupiter, the influence of Saturn, which he feels bears ill luck and inhibits 
encounters: 

To tlle spirit who inhabits sublime air (to speak Platonically), Saturn 
himself cornes before Jove, just as Jupiter is the helpful father of those 
who live a public life. 35 

Thh.~ last excerpt opens a new understanding of the role of Jupiter and 
the Sun on both sides of the blazon. A central part in the composition of the 

when flames come out of it; Rehgion, Piety, when perfume ascends from il," The historian 
however recognizes that both explanations could suit de l'Orme's portrait. 

31 P. T" folio 3. 

3 2 This falls exactly into what Rudolf Allers caBs Elementaristic microcosmism: "It generally 
assumes that not only is man composed of the same elements as exist elsewhere in the 
uni verse, but that they are also arranged in the same manner." See "Microcosmus - from 
Anaximandros to Paraœsus", in Traditto, vol.U, New York, 1944, p.344. 

33 P.T., foho 3. 
34 Ibid. 

35 Translation C.Boer, Ch.22, p.165. Or if we use T. Moore's analysis of such a psychological 
dcvice concermng Jupiter: "He is that form of imagination by which we transform our 
visions mto the realihcs of collective living." Sec T. Moore, The Planets Within, p.176. 
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Microcosms from La philosophie occulte ou la magie by H.C Agrippa 
Paris, 1982, vol. 2, pp.116-117. 
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heading that almost naturally receives a protective power in the sense of the 
magical images designed by Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim, Ficino or 
even Paracelsus. 
This hypothesis is furthermore reinforced when we remember the dramatic 

circumstances in which Philibert writes his treatise, with a strong desire to 
restore his integrity, endangered since Henri II's death. Paradoxically, the two 
personifications that balance the engraving appear more difficult to decipher. 
Pérouse de Montelos suggests a reference to Philibert's ascendant.36 At the 
same time, it can certainly correspond, in a broad definition, to those 
potential qualities, the rising skills, which de l'Orme wanted any apprentice 
to acquire. The female aspect, either pagan Venus or christian Virgin Mary, as 
we already acknowledged, should actually be understood in the light of 
Philibert's ambitions within the Catholic hierarchy and the exploration of 
Ficino's text offers two passages, two seeds for an exploration centering on 
Venus as a symbol of the life of spiritual relationships between human 
beings. The duality of this deity is particular to Ficino's astrology, as 
exemplified by his Chapter 18, dealing with the ancient origins of the "images 
of the Heavens", This passage in which Fieino details the symbolism of the 
cross was known to Philibert, for he clearly mentions it in the "Prologue en 

36 Horoscope, p.17. 
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forme d'avertissement" of the second Book.37 Now it is precisely in Chapter 
18 that the Florentine Hermetist brings together Mercury and Venus. 

They say, therefore, that everything has been engraved with images. If 
somebody hopes, therefore, for sorne benefil that is Mercury's specialty, 
he should summon him in Virgo, or at least when the Moon there i5 
with the aspect of Mercury, and make an image then, from a silver and 
lead al/oy or from si/ver, on which is the entire sign of Virgo, ifs 
character, and the character of Mercury. And if you have used the first 
face of Venus, you should even add the figure which was observed in 
the first face, and likewise with the others.3B 

Amalgamating Virgo with 
the feminine side of the 
chaste Venus (Vierge in 
French), invoked by the wise 
priest de l'Orme,39 would 
then imply that Mercury and 
Venus are not only camp· 
lementary but even insep­
arable. Or to use a Platonist 
feature, they would be 
mutually hermaphrodite, a 
notion developed by Fieino 
in Chapter 26 totally in 
accordance wi th his animis-
tic and gendered cosmology: 

1 wiil pa55 over the fact that fire goes to air, and water goes to earth, 
like man to woman, because there is nothing surprising in the fact that 
the world's links, among themse1ves and ail its parts, lust for copulation 
with each other. The pla nets are in accord with this, part of them being 
masculine, part of them, in fact, feminine, and Mercury in particular J5 

both masculine and feminine, as the father of Hermaphroditus.40 

37 P.T., folio 39. 

38 Boer's translation, Ch.18, p.145. 

39 ln folio 3, Philibert writes: "estant le tout gouverné et rnoderé avecques une douceur et amour 

vencrique. C'C&t à dire chaste. honneste et vertueuse (car les anciens ont fait une Vénus 

pudIque, et une autre impudique)." 
40 Bocr's translation, Ch.22, p.179. 
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We have seen in the first Chapter how gendered Philibert's vision of 
materiality could be. It is thus perfectly valid to imagine that he saw the 
personification in the heading like a double portrait, a kind of Janus-like 
guardian for each Chapter of the Book of Life. 

Between planetary signs and their personifications, the attributes and 
geometrical instruments appear as the complementary tools for a qualitative 
understanding of places. More than the Caduceus which is 50 common in 
Renaissance iconology, either medical or alchemical, the horn is quite 
surprisingly the crucial symbol in Philibert's imaginary. In the description of 
another engraving, Philibert gives sorne cIues about these features: 

Wr accompanied Mercury with his attributes which are the Caduceus 
and the Horn, only to signify that the architect will acquire fame and 
honor if he conforms to what we have already said.41 

This purely sibylline explanation is preceded by a sentence from the 
Gospels inviting us to follow the prudence of the serpent and the simplicity 
of the dove, drives us to reconsider not only the identitiy of the bird in the 
center of the heading but also to see again the symbol of the Christian Virgin 
behind Venus.42 It is hard to be satisfied with the meaning de l'Orme gives to 
the horn in view of the importance of what can be called a Symbolism of 
Winds in the theoretical foundations of the Premier Tome. \Vhen we gather 
sorne elements of this cornplex game, it is not without recalling Rabelais' 
Neopythagorean understanding of Soul as breath.43 To realize how far this 
special case of animism could go, one only has to consider the careful 
connection that Philibert establishes between the analysis of the winds and 
the understanding of places. If a building can share the Anima Mundi, it is 
not surprising that the laying of the foundation stone should be the symbolic 
act which conditions the being of an architecture. In the Premier Tome, this 
task aIso requîres an investigation of the "astrological houses".44 In the same 
excerpt from Ficino's third Book, about which we have seen how familiar it 

41 P.T., folio 51vO. 

42 P.T., folio SOvo. 

43 In À plus Hault Sens, Paris, 1986, Claude Gaignebet shows the Importance of the numcrous 

"pneumatic games" combined by Rabelais "maître contrepéteur". See Tome 1, p.41O. A 
curious example is given on p.12: "There is a motif that Rabelais knClws very weil: "le pet 
du mort", "le dernier pet", "mourir en pet". He reactivates the old scatologlcal tricks of the 

joyful carnavalesque brotherhoods ... But in his deep crazy wisdom, he goes further: the 

anal breath is for him the specifie form of the soul." 
44 Unfortunately, and as for the divine proportions, de l'Orme tells us that thcir description 

will occur in the forthcoming "Second Tome", see folio 47vO. 
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was to de l'Orme, one finds the source of a symbolism of the Cross that is 
fully developed in the Premier Tome. For Fieino, the influences from the 
stars do have geometrical patterns: 

The effects of the heavens work especially weil through a straightness of 
the rays and the angles. For then the stars are enormously powerful, 
when they hold the four angles of the sky, the very hinges, like East and 
West and bath middles. Set up in this way, they cast the;r rays one unto 
themselve5, 50 that they constitute a cross.45 

Philibert was 50 moved by Fieino's depiction of the aneient origins of the 
cross that he writes: 

... 1 cannot go further without ackowledging what 1 learned from Ficino 
and other great philosophers: who say that the figure (of the cross) has 
been very honored and respected by the ancients (much before the 
Coming of Jesus Christ), that the Egyptians, who saw in il a holy, sacred 
and miraculous thing, engraved it on the chest of their god Serapis.46 

For the French architect, this passage 
certainly confirmed the possibility of 
qualifying practically the fo' lr cardinal 
orientations of a place. In folio 33, he gives a 
schematic summë.J y that symbolizes the 
transmutation of heavenly patterns into 
earthly counterparts. First there is the 
arche typaI cross, then its spherical 
inscription, the center of which is the ear~h, 
and finally its ernbodiment in a square. The 
last one refers to the terrestrial aspect while 
the former corresponds to the celestial 
movements. The square divided by a cross 
thus becomes the most symbolic way of 
starting the foundations of a building. It is 
important to remember that for Philibert, 
this metamorphosis from circ1e to square is 
actually the vehicle of influences and a real 

45 Bocr's translation, Ch.18, p.145. 

46 P. T" folio 32. On this question, Pérouse de Montclos mentions an article by A. Chastel, 

which unfortunatcly we did not not have the chance to read. Sec A. Chastel, "Il signum 

crucis dei Flcino", in Marsilio Heino et il ritomo di Platone - studi e documenh, Tome l, pp. 
211-219. 



1 

.. 

astrological framework supposed to reconcile 
the building with its site. In that sense, he 
insists on the right astral positions, the ones 
which have creative powers and correspond 
to the four extremities of the Cross. What he 
calls the angles of the sky and the world are 
aiso special "maisons du ciel" 3.i1d 
characteristic numerical devices 0,4,7,10).47 
Then, and this is a very special architectural 
interpretation, Philibert shows that the astro­
geometrical foundations have to be 
understood in accordance with the Winds. 
De l'Orme read Vltruvius and Alberti, for he 
describes the four cardinal winds48 wi th the 
c1assical advice about the orientation of the 
rooms. But in his own terms, he is more 
preoccupied than these writers about the 
health of the inhabitants and he strongly 
crihcises those who do not ground their 
geometry on the analysis of the winds ! He 
thus invites the reader to actively consuit the 
works of Cato, Varro, Virgil, Colunnell, 
Pliny, and Pallade (?). 

And of the physicians, the book of this 
great Q 11d unique Hippocrates, which he 
entitlea: About tlze Places, Air, and 
Waters. In short la subject on whiclzl 
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most of the doctors wrote, along with Archctypal cross, folio 33 

the philosophers, poets and architects.4 9 

Philibert's intuition about the special architectural role of the most 
immaterial among the four Elements, needs further examination. As Bakhtin 
showed in his work on Rabelais' world, the Physicians were familiar with the 

47 P.T., (olio 32vo. 

48 See P.T., Book Il, Chapter VII. 

49 P. T., folio 15, 15vo, 16. ThIs hst of great names is very charactenstlc of Pbilbert'" 

artiflcial erudltion and Pérouse de Montclos even considers JO hls "PrésentatIOn", p 11, that 

it is "feigned". It was probably eith('r Antoine Mizauld, or cven Rabelais, who whlspered 

the references but this fact does not deny our approach of Phlhbert's mtenhonality 
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Hippocratic differences between the pneuma which inhabits bodies and the 
winds which move around. For Bakhtin, it explains what he caUs the 
grotesque image of the body, in which "its exterior aspect is not distinct from 
the inside, and the exchange between the body and the world is constantly 
emphasized."50 Likewise, in the Hippocratic tradition, Air became the main 
elemen t of the body. It is not, of cour le, the depersonalized air of the chemist, 
but an active participant which manifests its concreteness by linking cosmic 
tHe to human life. Bakhtin even shows that such an understanding went as 
far as connecting the act of be1ching with the movement of the Sun !51 
Behind de l'Orme's understanding of architecture, there is the beHef that the 
worId of forms is somehow an "intertwining of winds". This makes the 
architect's role partI y therapeutic and almost complementary to the 
physician's when his work takes into account even the light winds, the 
zephyrs, the exhalations and what he caUs the "fumes". However, in the 
conclusion of the Premier Tome, the Bad Architect has "little nose, for he 
does not have the intuition of good things. "52 In other words, smell and 
consciousness are in an intimate dialogue, particularly when the issue 
concerns a place which, like a being, has its own breath, either fragrance or 
pestilential emanation.53 This also ascribes a con crete meaning to the clouds 
which animate sorne of the most important plates in the Premier Tome. 54 In 
that sense, it is tempting to develop further the commentary on Philibert's 
tree: an Elm which extracts its essence of life from the earth and transforms its 
branches into rounded c1ouds, mirroring the actions of the good hermetic 
architect while, on the contrary, it is a storm which is created by the ignorant! 
In Philibert's imagery, Air is the flesh of movement and the c10uds are, so to 
speak, condensed souls.55 As in Sandro BotticelIi's Primavera, it is again 

50 Rabelazs and His World, p.356. 

51 Bakhtm, p.356. See also Galgnebet, p.227, who articulates his interpretation of Rabclais' 

ammism from a passagc taken in macrobius' Commentary on the Dream of Scipio in which 

thc soul is mcorporated in a body altcr its coming down through the Milky Way. 

S 2 P. T., folio 28vO. The original text is worth quoting. Philibert writes, "I1 n'a gueres de nez, 

pour n'avoir sentiment des bonnes choses." 

53 As cxplamcd by Marco FrascarI, the Italian talks of an architecture di grande respiro, 
whlle the French expression IS un lieu qui respire. 

54 Partlcularly ln folio 51 vo, 281 and 283. 

55 This IS very close to the Alchemical "récolte de la Rosée", a solsticial dew supposcd to 
contam a stron~ en~rgy esscnhally helpful in the {irst stages of the Great Work. 
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Mercury who looks at the clouds and thrusts his wand to the sky in order to 
decipher the mysteries hidden behind the fog. 56 

But although Philibert deeply respects traditional teachings, he also 
wants the apprentice to design his own instruments. Starting from the square, 
he decides ta describe 16 winds and to the ones who would question such a 
number, he simply retorts in advance that while saHors use 32 winds, 
Vitruvius only mentioned 24 of them!57 For de l'Orme, it is enough to prove 
the validity of a certain theoretical freedom when the architect wants to know 
the winds and th us di vides 

the horizon of a place into as many parts as he wanls 10, since from ail 
the points can come winds, which are nothing else than an exhalation, a 
vapor or smoke, driven and agitated Jaterally on the earth, and 
proceeding from various parts of the horizon.58 

In de l'Orme's theory, there is no latent fear, nor even a doubt, about the 
interplay between macrocosm and microcosm. His statements lack. fixity 
precisely because he does not have ta be reductive, he does not imagine the 
possibility of any architectural work outside these cosmological limits. Thus 
can we really talk about boundaries delineating macrocosm and microcosm in 
the XVIth-century cosmology? It seems that the contradiction often springs 
from our own difficulty in considering simultaneously the various analogies 
that linked man to his universe at the end of the Middle Ages. In the same 
way that the elements are not categories, the microcosm contains the 
macrocosm. This Hermetic Message is often misunderstood by commentators 
who simply conceive it as a kind of mathematicai one-to-one relationship 
between planets and organs, without acknowledging its ultimate pantheistic 
foundations. In a remarkable study about the changes that occurred in 
medicai mentalities in the early XVlIth century, Brian Vickers shows the 
importance of this paradigmatic notion of macrocosm in Hermetic practices 
and how it articulated the most profound metaphysical images. He insists on 
the fact that a disciple of Paracelsus such as Van Helmont tends towards a 
kind of quest for identities, and will thus be forced to question the very 
possibility of a link between the great and little worlds. In doing 50, it is the 
entire occuit system, and not only Paracelsus', which will become useless and 

56 ln The Planefs Wifhin, Moore conslders that il is Mercury's special formaI conSClOusncss 

which makes him the confident of winds and c1ouds, mirrors of the dreams. Sec p.151. 

Already in classical mythology, Hermes was the gUIde of sauls. 

57 P.T., folio 16. 
58 P.T., foho 16vo. 
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futile, the twelve zodiacal signs becoming concepts waiting for a new rule!59 
Where Philibert's contemporaries were fascinated with the analogies between 
the various aspects of the living, sorne new scientists of the XVUth Century 
will point out the radical differences between the disorder of things. This 
debate started in fact with the criticism of astrology undertaken by Pico della 
Mirandola and later revived by Savonarola. The distinction between 
"judiciary" astrology (genethliac),starting from astral determinism, and its 
opposition to a supposedly less dogrnatic acceptance or astral influences, has 
paradoxically been made possible by the interposing of religious dogmatism. 
Savonarola ev en foretells the future exacerbation of the notion of free will: 

Speculative astrology is therefore a true science, because it is to recognise 
the effects through the true cause... but divinatory astrology which 
conslsts entirely of effeets whieh proceed indifferently from their own 
causes, especially in human affairs which proceed from Jree will, and in 
those wlllch rarely come Jram their causes, is whoJ/y vain and can be 
called neither art nor science ... 60 

But it would be erroneous to exaggerate the importance of cosmological 
determinism in de l'Ormets imagery. It seems more accurate to see how he 
constantly parallels his conception of architecture with the demiurgic process 
which recreates the world. The sky within answers to the sky without and any 
building, considered as a rnatrix, is a kind of Hermetic vessel in which the 
Anima Mundi takes on a specifie shape. In that sense, buildings are analogous 
to the alchemical retorts described by Girolamo Cardano in his De Subtilitate. 
Philibert, along with Mizauld, speaks very highly of this work and 
particularly en the question of "fumes".61 The various shélpes of the retorts 
were supposed to induce movements and transformations and their names 
are vpry revealing: next to the Marire balneum,62 we find the Vas spirale, the 

59 Brian Vlckers, "Analogy versus Identity: the Rejection of Occult Symbolism, 1580-1680", in 

Dccult and Scientific Mentalities in the Renaissance, Cambridge University Press, 1984, 
pp 95-163. 

60 Quoted by EugenIo Garin in Astrology in the Retlilissance - the Zodûu: of Life, London, 1983, 

pp.84-85. With "Paracelse", in Mystiques, Spirituels, Alchimistes, du XVIe Siècle 
Allemand, A. Koyré shows that the rnedical astrology developed by the German Herrnetist 

was alrcady opposed to the dctermimstic intentions of the magicians more preoccupicd by 

the manipulatlve power of occult sciences. In The Dccult Sdences in the Renaissance, pp.16-

27, Wayne Shumaker also sees the origms of Picots rejection in the excesses of astrological 
predIctions. 

61 P.T, foho 272vo. 

62 Or double-bOlIer. 
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Vasa recta, the Vasa mutua and above aH, the Vasa reciproca. This last one 
being a real reenactment of the interplay and inside-out unfolding of 
macrocosm and microcosm.63 

Alchcmlcal retorts from Cardano's De la SubtilIté, pp.397-398 

However, Philibert's cosmology was more organic than intellectual, for 
as M. Tuzet writes: 

ft was an old doctrine, this parallel between microcosm and macrOCOS11l. 
But we see its meaning changzng. For the people in the XIlth Century, It 
was a question of intellectual correspondances: It was in God's mind 
that the scheme of Man could match the scheme of the world. But for 
the people in the XVth and XV/th Centuries, it beco:nes a participation, a 
deep substantial unit y, an organic link, in which however man IS not 
subordinated: He is the bond, the core of the world.64 

Therefore, in such a context, Man could not be simply understood as a 
reduction, a microcosm. Furthermore, the theories on the winds are perfectly 
in tune with this waxing understanding of the human body. When it became 
possible ta overcome the oid autonomy of Galenian Humors in favor of an 
exchange between the inside and the outside, the ancient theories of the soul 
as breath took a new foundation. In Paracelsus' understanding of disease, it 

will mean that the ingestion of a foreign agent must find its counterpart in 

63 PhIlibert and Mizauld probably read the French translatIOn of 1556. We found a reprint 

from 1578 entîtled: Les livres Intitulez de la Subtilité, Pans, 1578. Sec pp 397-398 

64 M. Tuzet, Le Cosmos et l'Imagination, Paris, 1965, p.284. 
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the expelling of a similar entity. This conception is very close to the elemental 
theories about which we have seen, in the first Chapter, how they were 
articulated on the notions of Reciprocity and Reversibility. This is why, after 
quoting Hermes Trismegistus, our architect compares the world to a kingdom 
depending entirely on 

the lmity, conjunction, help, alliance and confederation of the seven 
parts or planets of this great and high kingdom called the Heavens, 
eithe,. by effect, participation, similitude, signification, or else. In such a 
way that if one of the planets does not foUow this, as was the case for our 
comparison with the parts of a building, the body and state of any 
kingdom, will not have strength and will not last.65 

In order to approach this poetics of intermediary beings from an 
analogical side, one can suggest an image taken from Ovid, this great lover ot 
Metamorphoses. In fact, it is in the Fasti that the Roman poet tells us of the 
encounter between Janus and Cardea, the future goddess of hinges. On one 
side Janus, god of doors and entrances, controls the movements between 
within and without (of either house, body, or year) and on the other side, 
Cardea allows the movement of the door itself. The story of Janus would then 
be incomplete without Cardea's intervention. Her name means "5he of the 
hinges" and the myth is rich enough to shed sorne light on an understanding 
of flesh as we are attempting to delineate it since the beginning of this work. 
Flesh is an "articulated joint" in Renaissance cosmology, or to use again 
Tuzet's formulation, it is an organic link. Cardea is also associated to Carna 66 

by Ovid, and he recal1s that she was called Crane and was dedicated to 
virgin;ty, indeed a suprerne form of immutability.67 It seems that this 
manifold ambiguity between a carnal approach of being and the pivotaI 
meaning of flesh based on Festina lente allows another understanding of 
Man as a Ir icrocosm in these cosmological distinctions. De l'Orme's 
association of Mercury and Venus can be read in the light of this story of 
Janus and Cardea.68 It is not a vain imaginary exercise to progressively 

65 P.T, folio 2vo. 

66 Lahn for flesh. 

67 Sce Ovid, Fastorum Llbri Sex (the Fasti), translated by Sir James George Frazer, London, 
1929. Vol.1, ch.VI, 101-182, pp.307-311. Ironically, Philibcrt's device on the scal is Ne Quid 

Ne Mis, but Quid rcads beautifully as Ovid ! 

68 Another way of rcconciling Venus, the Virgin and Cardea can be done by invokmg a last 

analogy studled by Jean-PIerre Vernant, Mythe et pensée chez les Grecs, pp.155-201. 
"HestIa: princlple of pcrmanency. Hestia' prindple of impulsion and movement. In thls 
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circumscribe the meaning of Philibert's imagery with other analogies. It 
seems on the contrary that it is the most fruitful way of suggesting the 
complexity of a theory which was being elaborated on sincere personal 
experience. In fact, beyond iconological analysis, the symbols on the heading 
appear as fundamental pivots of the architect's imagination as weIl as 
symbolic remedies. For example, the tower which, along with the rising 
moon, occupies bath sides of the elm-tree in Philibert's blazon, is at once the 
Media?val symbol of the "Tour de force" and the architectural embodiment of 
a hinge. 69 It is important to remember that Philibert's games of corres­
pondances come from his experience and often return ta his praxis. The case 
of the Squinch is probably the best example of an architectural transposition 
of his hermetic imagÎllation. In de l'Orme's archit ~~ture, they certainl y 
became at the same time towers and hinges, allowing a coming together of his 
Media?val heritage with a new opening toward ltalian influences. In sorne 
cases, they ev en reconcile contradictory programma tic requirements as 
exemplified by the paradigmatic "Trompe du château d'Anet". The squinches 
are perfect symbols of Tours de force that reveal the architect's skill in defying 
gravity. We have seen that in describing the winds, Philibert was attempting 
to qualify the meaningful horizon of a place, now in the design of the 
Trompes we can say that he was confronting the vertical essence of 
architecture. It is particularly striking to read his numerous associations of 
this architecturai element with an exercise of virtuosity which pertains to an 
almost acrobatie building device. As he writes at the end of a careful 
stereotornical description: "Such a thing is proper to erect the suspulded orles 
that we caH squinches."70 

double and contradictory interpretation of the name of divinity of the Hearth, wc can 

recogmze the very tenns of a relationship that altogether unites and opposes JO a couple of 

contraries, JOseparably linked by "friendshlp", the goddess who immobihses cxtend~ 

around a 6xed center and the god who makes her infinitely mobile in ail the parts." Thl~ 

was pcrfectly understood in the symbol of the Henn, the pillar of Roman crossroads. In the 
same way, the snakcs and the bird in thcir alchemical oppositions summanze "le fixe et le 

volatil". 
69 Henri Clouzot, Philibert de l'Orme, rnentlOns an mtriguing early versIOn of thlS blazon 

with two towers instead of one; sec p.63. On the alchemical role of the Tour de Force, sec 
the description of Fortitude given by Fukanelh in the Second Tome of hls Demeures 
Philosophales, pp.257-258: "On the other hand, the phonehc Cabala, whlch parallds the 

French word tour wlth the Greek TOYOr., comes to complete the "sIgnification 

pantagruélique du tour de force". 
70 Folio 87. 
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Plan of the Trompe d'Anet, folio 93 (notice the black mark on right of plcture) 

Philibert was literally under the spell of such a possibility to confer lightness 
through geometric artifice. 

Many different kinds of vaults can be made in the shape of a squinch, 
arld all suspended in the air,?' without having any foundation 
undcrneath, a part on the sides, and ail this is being done through the 
use of a drawing method.7 2 

It is even more surprising to notice the resurgence of aerial symbolism 
which is 50 explicit and characteristic as to reappear in aU the parts dealing 
with Squinches,?3 AlI this becomes even more consistent in Philibert's work, 
and in view not only of his active animism but also of his hermetic 
understanding of language. The Hermes Horn (trompe in French) is the 
double message given by the wind instruments, simultaneously means and 
signs of a quest for fame that nevertheless rest on good counselling. For as he 
writes, "without blowing the horn, that is to say without asking the advice of 

71 Emphasl~ mine. 
72 PT., folio 89vo. 

73 Sec for instance folios 87, 87vo, 88vo, 89vo. ln all thcse cases, the samc terms rccur: "Les 

trompes sont suspendues en l'aIr". 
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many wise and learned men,"74 it is impossible to succeed in a much 
complex task.75 In order to get the full measure of this subtle mixture of 
poetic images, one could re-examine the frontispiece and its overlapping 
composition of stereotomieal drawings of squinches with Hermetic devices. 
Philibert's text is sufficiently unambiguous, for he writes in folio 89vO: 

But it is a/so true that sorne could ask what 1 mean and hear by this word 
trompe, sinee it is only used by crattsmen and therefore known of a few 
people and almost never by new workers. This is why 1 want ta state, 
and tell the reader that il seems to me the term trompe came fronl, or 
has been derived trom its similitude with the structure of the horn 
(trompette ) ca/led in many places trompe. For both of them being large 
in the front, get narrower from the inside the other end, in the shape of 
a vault.?6 

The Trompes are also the emblems of these cardinal virtues necessary to 
become a good architect. It is ironie to notice that the printer, in order to 
respect the margins, often had to use this artifice consisting in the 
rpplacement of the "n" by an accent on the preceding letter, in particular with 
the word trompe, it makes it look as "trôpe". This is meaningful at many 
levels for the etymological origin of this rhetorical motif, abundantly 
understood by Rabelais, is Trapos, which meant tower and manner (tour in 
French). A Trope de force?? which takes a lot of prudence, otherwise one risks 
confusing the strange necklace of the Venus in the heading with a narrow 
beard, and thus see again an androgynous Hermes reappearing ! AlI the more 
50 if it looks like the winged mask which ornates the funerary altar on folio 
147. Philibert himself "s'y trompe", for he describes it as a doric pedestal with 
a Mercury head, before correcting it into a medusa in the errata added to the 
Premier Tome.78 This explains why we find 50 many ambiguities behind the 
analogical referents that are generated around the notions of macrocosm and 
microcosm. Indeed, the Latin origin of "ambiguous" being ambo,79 it points 

74 PT., folio 7. 

75 Mlzauld âdds that without the guidance of an architcct, It is the art of buildmg Îtself 

WhlCh has no foundatlons (fondements). Sec folio 7vo. 

76 P.T., folto 89vo. 

77 ThiS IS not ail wmd ! 

78 Pérouse de Montclos, PrésentatIOn, p.39, shows de l'Orme's double mlstake 10 glvlOg the 

right answer: it is a Gorgon! Yves Pauwels, a collaborator of Pérouse de Montclos, rccogmzed 

thls altar on a plate 10 Cesanano's edltlon of Vitruvius. (Côme, 1521, foho l.XV, vo.) 

79 ThiS was gracefully pointcd out by Dr. Marco FrascaTi. 
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to a special kind of polarity, of doubleness (also typical of Philibert's sign, 
Gemini). As in the story of Janus and Cardea, it designates the realm of 
inside-out unfoldings. 

At the beginning of this Chapter, we regretted Philibert's discretion on 
the astrological side of his architecture. It seems now that he was aware, not of 
introducing new sciences but of reminding the reader of their oid importance 
in the Art of Places. The multiple emblems on the heading thus converge 
toward the building of an ethical system rather than being moral statements 
on building: for we have seen how deeply grounded they were in the 
architect's imagery. His intention was therefore not 50 much to identify a 
specifie praxis but to find the instruments of its preservation in the core of a 
cosmology of equilibrium, in which Man was at the hinge of many 
influences. In that sense, he would have agreed with the founder of German 
mysticism, Meister Eckhart, for whom the movement of a door is the symboi 
of Man's exterior, while the immutability of its hinge is like man's interior, 
never attained in his upright posture.sc 

p D 

Winged mask on a funerary altar 
folio 147 

Venus in the headband 

80 See Œur'res de Maître Eckhart (Sermons et traités), Paris, 1987, p.25. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Thirst for Serapis and the Alteration of Prudence 

The architectural formulation of "ethical guidelines" is definitely what 
distinguishes Philibert de l'Orme's theoretical ambitions from those of his 
contemporaries. Although his treatise is meant for architects and builders, it 
is also directed towards those who would build "without the advice of a 
"real" architect", for he writes: 

Here 1 do not want to leave out the importance of judging the Lord's 
intelligence and wisdom through the works He orders, and His 
prudence in the choice of workers and in the general organisation of the 
whole ... 1 

In fact, in the Premier Tome, Philibert explicitly reveals his preoccupation 
with integrity and the search for wisdom. That is surely why Anthony Blunt, 
before tackling the question of Philibert's influence on the architects of later 
generations, ends his biography by stating that "de l'Orme might weIl claim 
he had introduced prudentia into French architecture".2 However, it is still 
useful to come back to this conclusive remark which, although laconic, 
ultimately points towards the ethical foundation of architecture. 

In the first three Chapters, the purpose of this commentary has been to 
outline an understanding of Architecture absolu tel y subordinated to a living 
perception of matter; this theory struggling in the core of a cosmology which 
in the end appears to be less anthropocentric than "anthropo-dynamic". 
Intuitively, it seemed more judicious to approach Renaissance mentalities 
through the notion of movemen t, rather than form, in its elemental, 
corporeal and celestial aspects. But to do justice to Philibert's theoretical 
intentions is also to leave aside momentarily the question (certainly more 
historical than hermeneutical) of his role in the passage from the mechanical 
to the liber al arts. One cannot, on the one hand, attribute to de l'Orme the 
desire to make architecture an autonomous realm while on the other hand 
recognizing that he respectfully refers to the mediaeval heritage. By 
examining his injunctions for the formulation of a Practical Wisdom, it 

P. T., folio 7 (emphasis mine). 

2 See Anthony BIunt, Philibert de l'Orme, p.135. 



70 

The Prudent Architect coming out of his retreat, folio 51 vo. 
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becomes possible to appreciate his way of thinking Theoria and Pratica in a 
"Poetics of Action" which tends to overcome the latent corporative 
restrictions, if not reduction, of architecture to building. 

In the "Prologue en forme d'avertissement" of the Livre 111, 3 one finds a 
beautiful iconographical epitome of the Hermetic devices already encoun­
tered in our study and which are gathered this time under the great banner of 
Prudentia. Philibert describes this engraving with extreme care, as if he 
wanted to ascertain a sense of ethics before "revealing" those wonderful 
geometrical treasures barn from the compass. He thus shows an architect 
walking carefully toward the Palm tree, a symbol of "success", and coming out 
from a dark grotto in which he has been meditating. The animistic meaning 
of the three little c10uds carefully rising in the background, or the role of the 
horizon line, which passes right through the architect's pa/m, and therefore 
through the articulation, the hinge of the compass, cannat be taken as a 
coincidence anymore.4 In the tradition of mediaeval masons from which 
Philibert came, and as it will be further codified later on by Freemasonry, Man 
is the hinge between Earth and Heaven and is thus analogous ta the 
Compass, instrument of symbolic transformations and vehic1e of geometrical 
movements. Among the various emblems which ornate the engraving, more 
than the caduceus, the horn or even the head of Hermes, we are now invited 
to concentrate on the symbolic relationship between the compass and the 
snake: particularly if we wish to understand the kind of "Moral Precepts" the 
architect alludes to.5 

3 

4 
P.T., folios 50 to 51 vo. 

Palm is wntten Palma in latin. Therefop il would certainly he necessary to study further 

the symbolism of the Palm tree, bearing in mind PhiIibert's concem for the Elm and for tree!> 

in general. 

5 Concerning the variou5 meanings of the image (folio 51 VO), it is important to mention the 

strange "inscription" right on top of Hermes' bust, in the hatched frame: although the 

explanation that cornes immediately points toward an engraver's personal mark, It remaim 

open to creative speculation! See also Marco Frascari's article: "Professional Use of Slgns ln 

Architecture", in Journal of Architectural Education, vol. 36, n02, Win ter 1982, pp.16-23, 

particularly p.2I. Frascari uses this sarne engraving to ilIustrate his analogical exploratIOn 

of Medicine and Architect..:re: "The merging of the Aesculapian symboJ (the caduccus) in 

the compass brings back to ts Ol \ginal meaning the action of professional Medicine, for the 

Latin mederi, meaning 'to cure', is based on a root meaning 'to measure'. l>is reflccts the 

view that a "healthy" architectural environment is to he regard cd as the outcome of astate 

of right inward 'mcasure' in aIl production of signs involved in its 'making'." 



~. 

72 

The following quote cornes from Philibert's own commentary on the 
image and clearly shows that the real frame of Architectural action is to be 
located wi thin the ancient Cardinal Virtues: It is worth noticing in this 
excerpt that de l'Orme insists on the "non-human" character of these four 
pivots of human work as weIl as on the Tripartite meaning of Prudence. 

Therefore in order to surely reach this Palm, it is necessary to be 
accompanieû, in everything and everywhere, by Prudence, which is 
"portière" (as written by Saint Bernard) and "voicturière" of ail other 
Virtues, for it is so sublime and heroic fhal if cannat dwell in a depraved 
and bad persan. This is the reason why 1 wish our Architect to be sincere, 
not to Ile, to abuse nor to be malicious. ln .that sense he will not be 
blamed for imitating the Serpent, i.e. for being prudent and weil advised, 
in order ta proteet himseJf against the charm, mischief and triekery of 
bad people. This he will obtain through prudence, but not a human or 
vu/gar one, which should rather be called shrewdness and guile (as one 
generally aftribules the name of vice to virtue), but really Ihrough the 
one WhlCh occupies the main position belween the 'our ViTtues cal/ed 
Car di n al by philosophers, and which is nothing Jess fhat a 
"précogitation, discrétion el prévoyance" of what has to be done, in order 
to proceed weil until the end.6 

The cardinal character of the practical Virtues (Prudence, Fortitude, 
Temperance, Justice) can certainly be paralleled with the symbolism of the 
Cross as studied in the previous Chapter, but this time one can bet' 
appreciate how it reintegrates the everyday experience of the architect. Ind ~J, 

in the XVlth century, the cardinal Virtues do not yet refer to an abstract Fu.:ial 
structure of a moral kind, but they keep the con~rete qualitative conter, still 
implied in the writings of Cicero and Macrobius; two authors who cal"' r '.>t be 
suspected of simplistic moralism. These four orientations of the in ,- nated 
soul certainly have ancient Roman origins and their integr Lon in 
Christianity has only been possible through the addition of 't ? three 
theological Virtues (Faith, Hope, and Charity). However, in 11 11 pagan 
traditions, the Cardinal Virtues already had a fundamental ".le in the 
understanding of embodiment.7 

6 P. T., folio 51. 

7 About the crucIal role played by Macr..:>bius in the Mediaeval understanding of the Virtues, 
sec Rosemund Tuve: "Notes on the Virtues and Vices, part one: Two fifteenth-œntury lines 

of dcpendcnce on the thirtecnth and twelfth centuries", The Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes, Vol. 26, 1963, pp. 263-303. 
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In the theoretical connection which Philibert suggests bctween the 

architect's work and the dwelling of Virtues in the soul, the French architccl 
sounds close enough to Filarete's intentionality, particularly whèn onL' 
considers the project of a House of Virtue fully described in Book 18 of hi~ 
treatise. Filarete, when he deals with the issue of the trammg of thL' 
apprenti ce, advises him to carefully experience the Virtues: 

He will know hoU' ta judge justly. He should be prudent and l'l'ml/dt' /11 

advance for the things necessal'y to the bUlldzng sa that it 15 not 11111 mt'd 
through any shortage ... He should have Fortitude as weil, becallsc Ill:; 

eraft is a public one ... For thlS reason, he should be firm zn 11IS pll1 post' 
and not be disturbed or cast down by this prattle ... The arc/Iltect S/lOllid 

a/50 hazle Temperance, for frequently in building, things are donc tlrat 
are n(lt nght. 8 

After the se apparent overlap of interest in the Vlrtues, we sec FIlarL'lL' 
praising the theological Virtues. Philibert, however, did not fee! confined lu 

the practical ones. In that sense, although de l'Orme was a priest, 1t is clL'Lll 

that he writes from the architect point of vievv, thus remaming doser to the 

dassical meaning of Virtues, Le. with a strong emphasis on qualitatlve actlOn 

Where de }'Orme's understanding happens to have very direct matcrial and 
practical imphcations, Fllarete's activism, along with Alberti's, was more 

centered around civic life 9 We need to go back to classical Et/Iles in whicl, Ü\L' 

theory of Virtues encompasses aIl the dimensions of embodlment, through a 

belief in dissolution (m the sense of a purification) as the vehlcle for changes 

and metamorphoses in Nature. This last aspect, which found a strong 

formulation in the teaching of Saint Bonaventure, has been studied by Kent 
Emery. 10 Although Philibert does not refer explicitly to the mediaeva 1 

thinker, it is a necessary roundabout if we are to understand how the cardmal 

Virtues should be interpreted as the "four poles of the created Ul11verse". 

Kent Emery shows that there was a correspondance, then fully accepted, 

between the four Elements and the four cardinal Virtues )ustified by 

Bonaventure, among other reasons, through the parallel between the six days 

8 Filarete: Treaftse on Architecture, 2 vol., London, 1965, Book XV, folto 113 VO 

9 ThiS IS v!ry clear ln Alberti's use of Virlu. See the glossary at the end of Rlkwl'rt'~ edltlOl1 

of the Ten Books, p. 426: "It was cons.idered that Vlrtu shapes, condition!> and direct!> to 

actIOns of men, once acquired through a well-rounded educatIOn: Vlrtu IS '1"1 turc It!>CU, 

complete and wee formed'. 

10 Sel' Kent Emery, "Readmg the world rightly and squarely. Bonaventure'!> doctnne (lf thl' 

cardmal virtucs". Tradrtio, vol 39, 1983, pp. 183-200. 



74 

it took God to create the macrocosm and the "siy stages" of contemplation 
necessary for the elaboration of the "minor mundus".11 About this mirroring 
between the formation of matter and the perfection of the Soul in Virtues, 
Ken t emery writes: 

ln collatio VI, Bonaventure establishes a series of correspondances 
pertaining to the Cardinal Virtues. Borrowing an analogy from Gregory 
the Great, he asserts that human life revolves around the axes of the 
four Virtucs, just as the Sun manifests itself differently from the four 
dImensions of the Earth. The Virtues a/so correspond ta the four effects 
of ['ght, which cleanses, illumines, reconciles and conf;rms. Moreover, 
the cardinal Virtues, as in Grosseteste, correspond to the four Elements. 
Temperance, like the Earth, is dry and adorned with flowers. Prudence, 
the virtue pertaining to the practical intellect, like Water is translucent 
to light. Justice is sweet like the Air, and Fortitude, as a text from 
Lantic/es (8-6) suggests, is like Fire.12 

Aithoueh Bonaventure rephrases Macrobius' teachings in terms of his 
own Christi al' doctrine, he still expresses, the polymorphie and embodied 
aspect of the Virtues. From our architectural vantage point, the question thus 
becomes to understand to what extent the Virtues represented for de l'Orme a 
kind of ethics of Matter. Such an ethics, as we have attempted to introduce in 
the first Chapter, was believed to exist within the elemental perception of the 
worId, i.e. immanently: AU this while keeping in mind that the reai moral 
order of the Virtues, their ordo vivendi, was aiso similar to the relationship 
between Light and the Elements, as in Bonaventure.13 

If prudence represents for Philibert de l'Orme the Virtue that predomina tes 
over aIl the others, it will thus not be surprising to discover in the symbolism 
of Prudentla, not only a key to his ethieo-geometrieaI transformation of 
matter, but aIso a unique synthesis of his theories on architecture. Already, in 
the Epistre au Roy of the Nouvelles Inventions, he refers to Salomon's 
wisdom, Plato's knowledge and Aaron's prudence. But with the Premier 
Tome, Philibert quotes the Scriptures more carefully while considerably 
refining the notion of prudence. 

For, as Gavarre writes in his Recueil des mots dorés: "So high is the gift 
of prudence, that by its mediation one amends the past, orders the 
present and prepares the future. From this, one can infer that anybody 

11 Ibid, p. 186. 

1 2 Ibid, p. 200. 
, 3 Ibid, p. 203. 
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who lacks this beautiful virtue of prudence, will not reC01.'er what hl' "as 
lost, main tain what he possesses, nor find wlzat he is hoping for. Tlus is 

the reason why 1 a/ways depict the Architect holding the compass in Ills 

hand, in order to tcach him that he must conduct his works (as U't' haz't' 
said) through measure; and 1 a/so accompany tlze compass witlt a 
serpent, so that he remember (the architect) to be weil adviscd, prudent 
and cunning, like the already mentioned serpent." 14 

The sermonizing tone 
which strongly marks the 
beginning of this excerpt 
could almost hide the 
recurrence of the tripartite 
character of Prudence. We 
have seen that Philibert 
knew it through Ficino's 
description of Serapis: It 

now reveals its full 
poten tial as the hinge 
between the three 
dimensions of Time: Pas t, 
Present, and Future. This 
makes Prudence a key to 
embodiment, and the 
most appropriate virtue 
with which to deal with 
temporality.15 

The terms used by 
Philibert to fuse work and 
tempo ra li ty (précogita­
tion, discrétion, prévoy­
ance) 16 have a strong fla 

14 P.T. 50 vo. 

91 Illt: Thr~l' LICl' nt Prudenct' FJilt'enrh-tClllUr: IloJ'II'J'j(' fllJo t 

1 5 These thrce faces of prudence must have had very old ongins. It is fully describ~'<i by 
Macrobius in his Saturnalia (I-XX). See also Edgar Wmd: Pagan Mysteries in the 
Renaissance, p. 259. Generally, Prudence was represented by thrœ antmal heads: a bcar, a 

lion, and a dog. There is a beautiful example of thls in Francesco Colonna's 

Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (1549). See Slatkine, Reprints, v. 2, Genève, 1981, pp.217-218. 
1 6 See P.T, folio 91. 
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vor of alchemical recommendations as we can usually find them in the 
treatises that teach how to listen to the rhythms inscribed in matter. It is 
precisely in this sense that the mysterious Fulcanelli analyses the four 
guardians of François II and Anne de Bretagne's tomb kept in St. Peters 
Cathedral in Nantes (France). This wonderful sculptural masterpiece of 
mediaeval art was weIl known in the XVlth century. lts design combines the 
traditional late Gothie tomb with gisants, and four allegorical figures of the 
Virtues at the four corners: Justice holds a sword in her right hand and an 
open book with a balance in her left hand; Temperance carries a clock in her 
right hand and a bit and a bridle in the left; Fortitude is dressed in armour 
and holds a fissured Tower (the true Tour de force) out of whieh she 
extirpates a gigantic dragon. Finally, Prudence has two opposed faces: she 
holds acon vex miror in her right hand and a compass in the left, just on top 
of a serpent coiling at her feet. 

In his Art and Architecture in France: 1500-1700, Anthony Blunt locates the 
work of sculptor Michel Colombe at the crossroads between late Gothie, 
ltalian works and French Renaissance. He also acknowledges the crucial role 
played by Jean Perréal, whose design allowed the sculptor to overcome the 
idealizations 50 typical of Italian influences. 17 In fact, wh en Blunt wrote this 
book in 1953, he could not fully appreciate the importance of Perréal in the 
history of alchemy, since the miniature which ornated his major work 
"Complainte de Nature à l'Alchimiste Errant" has only been found again in 
New York in 1963.18 Fulcanelli's alchemical speculations on the Virtues are 
pertinent on many levels, precisely because the y open on "polysemie values" 
rertainly necessary, first to see through the modern moral surface attached to 
the Virtues, and secondly to reach an approach of Techne that can be truly 
symbolic. Indeed, as shown by Fulcanelli, aside from the Christian 
interpretation of the cardinal Virtues, there was what he calls: nA second 

17 See Blunt, pp 40-41: "They are as far from the tortured Burgundian late gothic style, and 

belong in thClr calm to the style of Loire, in wruch Colombe had grown up. 
18 This rcdiscovery had as a major result the correction of the classical error which attributed 

the pa ternit y of the manuscript to Jean de Meung, thus driving many rcsearchers to suspect 
the Roman de la Rose of having a purely hermetic content! On this very revealing issue, see 
Ch. Sterling: "Une peinture certaine de Perréal enfin retrouvée", L 'Œil, juillet-août 1963. 

Sec also the detailed commentary given by Van Lennep in his first work Art et alchimie' 
Étude de l'rconographie hermétrque et de ses influences, Bruxelles, 1966, :>articularly 

Appendlcc B. 
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Forti'.ude with the Tour de Force in François II and Anne de Bretagne's tomb 
(Nantes, 1502). See Fulcanelli, Demeures, vo1.2 p.247. 
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Prudence with the convex mirror in François II and Anne de Bretagne's tomb 
(Nantes, 1502). See Fulcanelli, Demeures, vo1.2 p.283. 
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teaching, secret, profane, generally unknown, and belonging to the matenal 
realm of acquisitions, of ancestral learnings".19 

This teaching is certainly obscure on many points, being a complex mixture 
of cabalistic dialectics and iconographie symbolism, and although it cannot be 
the purpose of this work to discuss either its value or its endurance, there is 
however no doubt in our own mind about its convergence in the 
"imagination of matter" already encountered in Philibert's treatises. Thus, 
focussing on Prudence, an alchemical description of Perréal and Colombe's 
work underlines the following elements: Prudence is represented wearing the 
great philosopher's mantle. The face is a Janus-like figure wnose backside face 
is that of an oid man with a beautiful beard (contemplating the past) while 
the front face has the physiognomy of a young woman looking toward the 
future. Prudence, as we already mentionned, mirrors herself in a conve.\' 

surface while she holds an open compass in the other hand. The theme of the 
hermaphrodite is very characteristic of bath the planetary aspects of Mercury 
and generally speaking, of Hermetic endeavors. It often corresponds to the 
Rebis (the double thing) which represents the apex of transmutation and the 
recollection of an original state. In Prudence, this symbol reappears strongly 
but it is important to point out its non-dualistic meaning. There is a dose 
relationship between the three eyes of the Good Archztect,20 the three heads 
of Serapis and the Janus-like head made of two faces, plus the mirrored one. 
Or in Fu1canelli's own terms, it has been so: 

Since the origins, and through an idea analogous 10 Danle's who gave 
three eyes to his Prudence, the mediaeval sculptors 21 gave two faces to 
this Virtue· 22 

Perréal certainly knew the deep meaning of the convex lens mirror, the main 
propriety of which is to reduce the size of shapes while keeping their 
Proportions, explicitly connecting every macrocosm to its microcosms. 
Similarly, the snake, a c1assical attribute vi "f>rudence, can be paralleled with 
the dragon, a representation of the Mercury of the early stages on the Great 
Work which is also extracted by Fortitude out of its protective gangue, as it 

1 9 Les demeures philosophales, Tome II, p. 239. 

20 P.T. folio 283. PhIlibert gives one eye for the past, one for the present and of course for the 
future! 

21 Fulcanelli callcd them "imagiers". But it IS irOnie to notice that de l'Orme caBs thcm 

"Tailleurs d'histoires" which is ccrtainly dlfficult to translate, clthcr by "story-cuttcr!>" or 

evcn "history-carvers". 
22 See Demeures Philosophales, Tome II, p. 240. 
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happens in reality in the process of amalgamation. Since the Virtues belong 
to a homogenous whole, they must be analyzed in a dynamic manner, in 
order to follow the transformation of the emblems themselves. Thus the 
dragon of Fortitudc is different from the serpent in Prudence writes 
Fulcanelli: 

Already, the mirror told us about the subject of the Art, the double face 
about the necessary alliance of the subject with the chosen metal: the 
serpent on the fatal death and the glorious resurrection of the body, 
offspring of this union. This time, the compass will give us the necessary 
complementary indications about the Proportions.23 

When commenting on the intensive interplay between the compass and the 
serpent, Fulcanelli shows that Prudence is, among the other Virtues, the one 
which keeps the major secret of the Work: the artifice of dissolution. What he 
caUs the Secretum Secretorum and which en compasses the enigmatic Solve 
et coagula, is there represented by an alternative between the absorption of 
light in the mirror, the digestion of images, and the rising of the serpent up 
towards the compass. 

This is what the masters teach, Fulcanelli writes, when they order to Kill 
the quick (tuer le vif), to resurrect the dead (the still), to "incorporate" 
the Spirits and ta reanzmate the carporificatians· 24 

Such an esoteric dive leaves us with Prudence as an epitome of the 
alchemical Art on the one side, and on the other an architect who uses the 
same Virtue to summarize his theory of architecture. Now are we really 50 far 
from Philibert's intention when we invoke an alchemical commentary? If we 
remember .. ~? two famous engravings at the end of the Premier Tome, the 
allegories of the Good and Bad Architects, we have see!l that Philibert wants 
the apprentice to dwell in the Philosophical Garden in order to gather the 
beautiful fruit of knowledge under the tutelage of the Hermetic elm (Orme), 
i.e. Hermes himself. But retrospectively, before acting, the apprentice as weIl 
as the confirmed architect must withdraw to a dark retreat or to the obscurity 
of a grotto, for it is only through refinement of Prudence that the wrong way 
can be perceived as weIl as avoided. (The Tribola, which jeopardize his 
movements, appear c1early on the ground.25) This seems to be the real ethical 

23 Demeures, Tome II, p. 299. 

24 Demeures, Tome VI, p. 285. 

25 As pointcd out by Dr. Frascari, the presence of these Roman war devices at the feet of the 

Prudent Architcct here means that the architect's ?éith is properly speaking, full of 
"tnl:.ulations"! 
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meaning of the engraving. De l'Orme, of course, does not explicitly refer to 
alchemy as a "science" among others. But this remains perfectly consistent: 
the Ouroboros snake eats its own tail and the first quality of the real 
Alchemist is to be prudent! Beyond speculation, there is still enough material 
and evidence that the Virtues must be considered outside the realm of 
abstract words. 

However, since analogical games must open many doors, if they are fully 
justified, we should not hesitate to follow other hermeneutical paths if we are 
to understand Prudence as an architectural emblem. The symbolism of the 
hinge strangely reappears along with the pagan deities whorn we already met, 
Janus and Cardea. Cardo, the ethymological root of CardinaL meaning pivot, 
seerns to confirm our hypothesis of the Virtues as representing four axes, four 
articulatior ~ of any embodied work. This same cardinality, of which the Cross 
is certainly the strongest symbol, represents for de l'Orme a way to quaI if y 
places and therefore to ground a building. As for the Elements themselves, it 
is important to perceive the Virtues as a dynamism rather than as statie 
categories of inhibiting rnoraIity. Philibert hirnself uses St. Bernard's terms 
about Prudence: "portière et voicturière" for, as an opening and a vehicle, it 

points towards the four aspects of any true virtuosity,26 the Vlftues 
embodying the four qualities of any true poetic Praxis. The issue becomes now 
to clarify their concreteness through an understanding of the transition from 
Elements to Virtues. It might seem paradoxical, but The Art of Memory, on 
which Frances Yates produced a remarkable study, brings new insights on the 
crucial role of Prudence in the art of making places. The importance of the 
imagination of places for the ancient art of mernory is well known, although, 
like architecture, it started to loose sorne of its roots within the body with the 
development of printing. One knows how carefully Roman and mediaeval 
orators used to prepare their speeches in specially designed places. As 
Frances Yates writes, 

The formation of the Loci is of the greatest importance, for the same set 
of loci can be used aga;n and again for remembering different material... 
The loci are like the wax ta blets wl:ich remain when what is written on 
them has be erased and are ready to be written on again· 27 

Many Roman rhetoricians have written on the subject of the relationship 
between images and places, but what Yates shows and which is of interest to 

26 This relahonship between Virtue and virtuosity was pOlnted out by Dr. Alberto Pércz· 

Corncz. 
27 F. Yatcs, The Art of Memory, p. 7. 
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us in the case of Philibert's ethics, is the debate around the issue of memory as 
part of Prudentza. Cicero, for example, in his De Inventione, describes this 
virtue as follows: 

lts parts are memory, intelligence, foresight (memona, intelligentsia, 
provldentia). Memory is the faculty by which the mind reealls what has 
happened. Intelligence is the facuIty by which it ascertains what IS. 

Foreszght is the faculty by which it is seen that something is gCling to 
occur before it occurs.28 

Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas will further develop the tripartite 
aspect of Prudence in their scholastic reappraisal of Aristotelian Ethics. In fact, 
behind a purely rhetorical debate, a vision of being was put in question. 
Thomas Aquinas adressed the duality which opposed memory as unique 
experience, to memory as reminiscences, a theory inspired by Aristotle. In 
other words: Artificial memory against natural memory. But when analyzing 
\vhat differentiated him from Albertus Magnus, Yates shows that: 

Thomas Aquznas states even more clearly than Albertus, that it IS 

artzflcial mcmory, memory exercised and improved by art, whlch is olle 
of the proofs that memory is part of Prudence.29 

This is the reason why one has to keep in mind the fact that Prudence 
describes before anything else a Practical wisdom; and its temporal character 
precisely cornes from its power to mature the different stages of the Vlta 

Actwa. De l'Orme is not mistaken when he raises Prudence to the level of a 
guardian of architectural practice, because the body was to him not only a 
place and a mirror of memory, i.e. a "memory theater" but an immanent 
symbol. For Philibert, matter is memory and thus requîres to be manîpulated 
with a lot of care and respect. Again, one must remember that the architect's 
work was still part of a living physis in which any action could induce a 
natural but frightening re-action. In fact, de l'Orme did not "introduce" 
prudence in architecture, as Blunt states, but he rather feH the need to remind 
his readers that the art of building was still under the power of Prudence. His 
theory is very much rhetorical in this respect, for it deals with the ambiguous 
becoming of architectural building, in ~hich action also means disruption. 

Operating in a Nature whose abundance was still visible everywhere, the 
mediaeval artist often reacted by an explicit cult of the grotesque, of the 
monstruous. Frances Yates even suggested that the Art of Memory couid be a 

28 Quotcd hy F Yates, The Art of Memory, p. 20. 
29 IbId, P 74 
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possible explanation for the mediaeval love of the grotesque and the 
idiosyncratic in genera1.30 It appears that the magic al fascination for monsters 
was a direct consequence of the Graeco-Roman cosmologies of Change, more 
exactly of movement as qualitative change. As de l'Orme remarks, true 
prudence is not the "vulgar's guile", it is an orientation of the soul, and 
within the context of Architecture, it is the art of places insofar as it respects 
the presence of places, their own "individuality": 

It is thus necessary never to do things which go against the nature of the 
place, which has such a strength, that even when constrained through 
human artifice and invention, it always finds ifs own way·31 

This animistic conception of place is a recurrent preoccupation in both 
treatises and Philibert's understanding of experience is not to be framed in the 
forthcoming empirism of XVIUth-century Science. As he writes, 

tlle architect must be "quick" (diligent) to note and see through expl'rience 
what nature does by itself without being constrained, for in any place it is 
very difficult and almost impossible to fight against it.3 2 

We can certainly relate this last quote to de l'Orme's personal experience, for 
although he was Henri II's favorite architect, he also had many enemies, 
particularly the Bishop of Lorraine, a member of the de Guise family. Indeed, 
Philibert designed a project to raise the level of the Seine river up to the 
Bishop's property in Meudon. But in spite of a lot of expenses, this operation 
ended with a disappointing failure.33 

As a corollary to such a fear of Physis, one finds the formulation of a 
philosophy of alteration. Aristotle, in his Physics, had already used an analogy 
with architecture when dealing with the definition of movement. For him, 
the act of building is only fully realized when the materials can be said to 
participate, in other words, when they are in "motion": 

Sinee any kind of being may be distinguished as either potenlial or 
campletety realized, the functionning of what is potential as potential, 
that is being in movement: thus the functioning of the alterable as 
al terable is qualita ti ve alteration.34 

30 Sec F. Yates, The Art of Memory, p. 104. 
31 P. T, folio 8 vo. 
32 P.T., folio 20. 

33 On this biographical point, see Henri Clouzot: Philzbert de l'Orme, p. 69. The hlstonan 

considers that It is the gcner-l expIa nation of the famous cnticism of Philibert de l'Orme ln 

his Discours Admirables. 
34 Physics III, 201 a, p. 42. Richard Hopc's translation. 
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In such a cosmological context, any action becomes a kind of alteration, of 
qualitative change, even more if the issue is the design of a place. Philibert 
insists on this last point many times when speaking about the Elements. We 
have seen his concern for winds: "which alter air, air and the humors of the 
body and the spirits within the blood,"35 the intention and the words are 
similar about waters, which should he taken into account: 

Otherwise in a few days, the water in which one cIeans fish, meats, 
tripes, dishes and pots, will crea te such a putrefaction and stench that it 
will be diffieult to live a long time in this plaee without catching an 
illness caused by the infections which corrupt the air and al ter the 
humors of the body, with the spirit.36 

This introduction of the philosophy of alteration now enables us ta 
summarize our journey within the engraving of the Prudent Architect. 
Philibert wants him to be 50, because any action, being an alteration, is aiso a 
modification, the making of an otherness: the place with a construction has 
become an "alter" place. But in arder not ta take this ethical attitude for a 
kind of inhibition, a reticence, one must remember that for de l'Orme, Gad is 
ultimately the only true archetypal demiurge before Nature or even 
Dedalus.37 At the same time, the very title of his first treatise, Les Nouvelles 
Inventions, along with the numerous encouragements to use creative 
geometrical artifice as they occur in the Premier Tome, can be taken as 
evidence that Philibert's intention is more to teach active Prudence than to 
refrain from action. Similarly, stating that Prudence is action, is no longer an 
al'0ria when we evoke the alchemical notion of Chaos, as we attempted to 
delineate it in Chapter One. In this cosmological horizon, Physis is by 
definition alive, in movement, and therefore always incomplete, never 
finished, porous and fissured, so to speak. Man becornes the link who can 
intervene in this "in-between" world of unsatisfied potential. This last point 
is crucial if we wish to get closer to the dominant state of mind as expressed by 
most of Philibert's great contemporaries, from Rabelais to Paracelsus. Sorne 
commenta tors even go so far as stating that Rabelais' work, for example, is 
entirely articulated and sustained by the notion of alteration 38: A notion 

35 P.T., folio 14. 

36 P.T., foho 52 vO. Emphasis mine . 
37 Sec P.T., folio 4 vo. 

38 Sec (or example the most Hermetic of themaIl: Claude Gaignebet who shows in "A plus 
hault sens" that Panurge is another way of saying Hermes: since TIavoup)'OO' means "the 
one who puts everythmg inta work" (Celui qui met tout en œuvre). But Gaignebet aiso refers 
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whieh it is crucial to see in parallel with de l'Orme's t!lirst 39 for prudence. 
Rabelais was certainly a proponent of such a philosophy of alteration. From 
his Book II, entitled Pantagruel (although written first), to the final discovery 
of the Holy Bottle, Panurge is the one who always aets, he is the dynamic 
aspect of Being. His giant "companion" obviously has a lot of power, but 
needs him for the same reciprocal character that unites macrocosm and 
microcosm. Rabelais writes that he was Pantagruelique from his special birth: 

And because Pantagruel was born on that very day, his father gave !lim 
the name he did: for Panta, in Greek, is equivalent to aIl, and Gruel in 
the Hagarene language (Arab) is as much a8 altéré: by this 11leaning to 

infer that at the hour of the child's nativity, the world was aIl changed 
(altéré), and al50 seeing, in a spirit of prophecy, that one day his son 
would be Tuler over the thirsty (altérés).40 

The interplay between a Demiurge who creates a chaotic insatisfaction and 
the one who opera tes in this space of desire becomes ironie with Rabelais' 
cynicism. With Gaster who eats to crea te, with the Pantagruelion, a magic 
herb regenerated in fire, Rabelais not only understood alteration as creation 
but he celebrated its embodied fertility. The entire human race becomes ruled 
by this Alterare, this thirst for chaTlge and otherness. On the other hand, 
"désaltérer" is to bring something or someone back to Hs original state, to 
"un-change" it. 

Philibert de l'Orme's architectural projects also were inspired by a 
philosophy of alteration. The first example ie; probably the famous project for 
the transformation of an un fini shed mediaeval castle through geometrjcal 
operations. It is described precisely in Book III,41 which starts with the 
celebration of Prudence, and is eloquently entitled: 

The artifice of geometry is useful when one wants to transform one or 
two badly started and imperfect houses into a beautiful and perfeet 

to other works, particularly to a German thesis by Ludwig Schrader. "Panurge und Hennes, 

zum urspring eines charakters bei Rabelais". Bonn, Romanisches Seminar der Umvcrsltat, 
1958. 

39 ln French, alteration has two meanings: a) thirst and b) modification. 

40 See Rabelais, Book II, 2-3, p. 224. 1 uscd part of Cohen's translation p. 176, but modlfid it 
where it fails to to take into consideration the dynamic amblguity which makcs the notIOn 

of Alterity so unique. 
41 Folio 66-67. 
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hou se, accomodating ail the parts and the members of the alti lJlllldi,,:\ 
with the new.42 

The original plan for Saint- Maur is an another example of cardinal 
foundation, not so much because of du Bellay's rank in the church hierarchy, 
but rather because the building was designed "in such a way that the four 
façades (faces) always looked at the four angles of the sky".43 And finally the 
"Trompe d'Anet", the squinch, when considered in the sense of an 
Architectural Trope whose geometry is revealed by Philibert with the help of 
stereotomy, is probably his ultimate alteration. lndeed, it includes his own 
"error", its own falsification, through an alteration of meaning (troplsm), a 
rhetorical trick which indeed put the engraver in great trouble when he had 
to reproduce it on folio 89. lrollically, it was to remain the only distorted 
memory of such a tour de force. 

Transformation of a Mediaeval castle, folios 66 & 07. 

Thus we can say that the marriage of Prudence and geometry is what 
prevented de l'Orme from abstract instrumentalism when he wrote his 
practical "guide". The stereotomical traces correspond practically speaking to 

42 P. T., fohe. 65. 

43 See P.T., folio 17 vo. Henri Clouzot describes it fully in "Samt-Maur, Paradis de Salubnté, 

Aménités, .. , et délices". Études rabelaIsiennes, nOVII - 1909, pp. 259-284. and show!> very 

weil that Phihbert had to face the other negative side of alteratlOn!> when he modtfted 

the façade for Catherine de Médicis. 
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1 Dît PHILIBERt DE L'ORME. . , .... 
: ..... ...,---....... 

Trompe du château d'Anet, folio 89. 
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fine linE.s executed with a dry-point. This is essential to remember, for il 

emphasizes that stereotomy represented the invisible, whether it responded 
to the elemental movements of matter or to ephemereal marks waiting lo 

disappear in the eut. In fact, until the end, in the conclusion of the Prcnlle, 
Tome, he will multiply the ethical comments, eventually quoting Salomon's 
words: 

"Beatus homo cui affluit Prudentia, melior est acqulsit/O CIII~, 

negotiatone auri et argenti." 

In order words, Prudence is worth more than the acquisition of gold and 
silver. However, from Ronsard to Palissy, and of course the Guise, de 
l'Orme's contemporaries criticized him for his financial situation and sense 
of power, to the point of accusing him to live at the expense of the King and 
the Pope! The last lines of his conclusion can certainly puzzle the historian, 
but also the theoretician who lies dormant in every commentator. It is certam 
that de l'Orme favoured vita activa over vita contemplativa, and his quest for 
wisdom appears to be an extremely practical one. To him, Prudence did not 
restrain action, for it was the basis of action, its fondement, if not action itself. 
One can certainly reg.ret that his insistence on Practical Wisdom made him 
forget the need for a Poetic Wisdom, thus leaving his followers with an 
amputated, or to use the precise term, an altered ethics, particularly 
experienced as such by following generations less versed in the mediaeval 
sense of globality. This is why we think that Anthony Blunt was incorrect in 
stating that Philibert introduced Prudence in French architecture As the 
English biographer himself concludes, de l'Orme's influence was going to be 
minor during the xvnth and XVIII th centuries, for l think that his sense of 
Athies must have been seen as uprooted and probably anachronistic. 

Following Philibert, the exclusive concerns for the orders was to legitimate a 
new sense of Nature, and thus ground ethics in a reformulated 
understanding of primitive architecture. We cannot say that Laugier's 
understanding of the orders was as embodied in the Elements as de l'Orme. 
From the three heads of Serapis to the two faces of Prudentia, a strange lapse 
of memory made it almost natural ta faU into dualism. 
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CONCLUSION 

Pour qu'une montagne puisse jouer le rôle de Mont 
Analogue, concluais-ie, il faut que son sommet soit inaccessible, 
mais sa base accessible aux êtres humains tels que la nature les a 
faits. Elle doit être unique et elle doit exister géographiquement. La 

porte de l'invisible doit être visible. 

René Daumal, Le Mont Analogue, Paris, 1981, pp.18-19. 
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The purpose of this work was to study sorne of the major engravings 
wich orna te the Premier Tome de l'Architecture. However, much remains to 
be done if we are to understand the role of Hemeticism in Renaissallce archit­
ecture. In de l'Orme's treatises only, numerous images need further explora­
tion, and man y plates bear cabalistic signs that cannot be interpreted as mere 
engravors' marks. 1 The fact that Philibert does not comment on them must 
not surprise us, for as he quotes just prior to a description of the Pruden t 
ArcJzitect: 

Omnia tempus habent (says the wise man) tempus tacendi, et tempus 
loquendi. Thus granting ourself, with this sentence, the freedom to 
speak at one time, and to remain silent at another. 2 

1 5< .. c for example Chapter 3 p. 66 of present work, folio 93. This plan of the Trompe d'Anet is 

marked with a black flower on the right-hand side. In the Premier Tome, see also the 
following folios: 79; 93; 98; 99 yO; 104; 105; 106; 139; 140; 143; 151; 153; 154; 159; 171vo; 210; 

211 yO; 218; 219. 

'2 P.T., folto 51 
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The Prudent Architect was considered by Philibert as being ruled by Hermes 
When we look very carefl.llly at the hatched frame above Hermes' head (St;'C 

p. 89), there appears another of those mysterious signs, well hidden but well 
located. In the context of Renaissance mysticism, still an erudite amalgam of 
Chri~tian beHefs an Gnostic texts, it is difficult to offer a rational explanation 

• Is ü';s sign the lacchus of Dionysan myst2TlèS, first associated with 

Bacchus and later, in the Middle Age~, to Jacques, patron saint of a1chemists? 
• Or is it rather the Ichtus, which along with the &tylized representation 

of a Fish, was a symbol for Christ, and oftpn the only distmctive mark that 
appeared on the pediment of Christian Catacombs.3 Ichtus means fish in 
Greek, and for the alchemists (Hermes' sons), this fish was best represented by 
the Remora (Echeneis Naucratcs).4 

Rabelais evokes the strange powers of this litte fish in the famous 
Chapters on Gaster. One rernembers that Philibert de l'Orme is syrnbolically 
associated to Gaster's creative genius, and b explicitly named in Book ..J 

Rabelais tells us how Gaster invented an ingenious method nf bemg nelther 
wounded nor touched by cannonballs, through a way of making bullets turn 
back against the enemy! 

Gaster did not fmd this a diffieult znventlOtl ( .. .) fOI docs trot tlte 
Echeneis, a very feeble flsh, stop the mlghtlest ships afloat in spJte of ail 
the winds, and hold them back even when a hurncanc IS blowll1S ') 
Furthermore, does not the flesh of thls fish, preserved zn salt, draw go Id 
out of the deepest wells ever sounded?5 

Although Philibert probably ne ver was a true alchemist, for we can 

doubt whether his busy life allowed him to devote much time to the Great 
Work, it is however clear that he viewed his task as analogous to the 
alchemical que st. The development of a dynamic awareness of rnateriality, 

which is an undeniable achievernent of hermetic syrnbolism, cornes from the 

3 Ichtus IS the Roman transcript;0n of Jesus' Greck monogram Iêsous Chnstos Theou UlOj 

Sôtêr, whlch means: Jesus Chn t, Son of God, and SavlOur. 

4 On this issue, see René Alleau, Aspects de l'AlchImIe traditIOnnelle, parhcularly thL' 

ioreword by Eugène Canseliet, p. 20 He comments on Arthur Rimbaud's alchemlCal !>onnet 

about the vowels: " Le dernier vers du sonnet fameux chante le petit pOIsson d'H('rm('~, 

l'Ichthys des catacombes chrétiennes, la rémore des vieux alchimiste!>, cette pa!>tJlIe, 

minuscule eu égard à la masse mmérale engagée, qUI en est la partie sulfureuse, pum!>lmc ct 

spirituelle, recueillie, laboneusement, au cours du Second Œuvre, et dont la cas!>ure !>'offre 

5 

superbement brillante et violacée' 

o l'Oméga! rayon VIOlet de srs yeux'" 

Rabelais, Book 4, Chapter 62, Cohen's translatIOn p.583, empha!>ls mme 
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fact that the referents were al ways traced back to the everyday experience of 
the body. This is particularly c1ear in Rabelais' works, the intentionality of 
which is openly thaumaturgic. A careful analysis of de l'Orme's text allows 
for the same ultimate intentions to emerge. The four Elements, conceived as 
emblems of movements - Proportion undel'stood in the sense of analogia -
the microcosm-macrocosm interplay - and even the Cardinal Vi nues have 
li ttle sense if they are not seen as deeply connected to embodied practical 
experiences. This pragmatism is not, however, to be understood as .ln early 
version of materialism, for matter is never devoid of spirit in the- XVlth 

century. 
This thesis was intended as a companion to some analogous tnntises 

because distinctions cannot be made between various images which can only 
be connected within the framework of true analogical thought. Rab~\lais' 

work, for instance, can be seen as analogous to any of the other architectl'lral 
treatises, not only because of the very explicit interest the physic.~an 

manifested for architecture, but also because of the common goals existing 
between medicine and architecture. As we have seen, Rabelais never rejeo.3 
the use of analogies, but always the institution of a dogma. His great lesson j" 

to show how dogmatism is always a threat to spiritual endeavors when they 
lose their roots in the physical body. 

Today, in a time when the very act of writing a treatise on architecture is 
obsolete, the only possible analogical treatise is the living body. Not the 
objectified substratum of mechanistic medicine, but the who le, dynamic body, 
which truly en compasses the world and can never be totally circumscribed 
nor limited. No wonder architects find themselves to be manipulators of 
dead matter, in a cultural environment dominated by the need to own or 
separate. But to deal with embodiment only in terms of taking over and 
control is not only reductive, but also fruitless, improductive, 50 to speak. 
Merleau-Ponty thought of solving this weakness of conceptualism by 
introducing the notion of flesh, which he saw as a chiasm, an intertwining. 

In a sense, if we were ta make completely explicit the architectonics of 
the human body, its ontological framework and how it sees itself and 
hears itself, we would see that the structure of its mute world is such 
that ail the possibilities of la nguage are already given in it. 6 

6 The VIsible and the InvISible, p.155. 
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Rabelais, as de l'Orme, already knew that flesh is an ultimate analogy 
because of its reversibility and reciproeal eharaeter. Through the disturbed 
voice of Panurge, who as usual misunderstands the teaching of the Bible, 
Rabelais eriticizes those who do not build: 

As for your grand builders-up of dead stones, there is nothrng written 
about them in my book of life. 1 only build up live stones, by which 1 
mean men. 7 

This strangely found an eeho in de l'Orme's surnmary of his life: 

And instead of building up casties and houses 1 will learn to build up 
people. 8 

Indeed, both Panurge (de Rabelais), and l'Orme (de Philibert), knew that the 
body is never a statie and finished substance but always a learning process, an 
apprenticeship, an athanor. 

VIVORVM 

. . Dr fomatt ana tom In. 
Fourneau anatomtque, in: 

G.DORN, Aurora, Bâle, 1577. 

7 Rabelais, Book 3, Chapter 6, Cohen's translation pp.303-304. 
8 See "Instruction de Philibert de l'Orme", a manuscript kept ln the Bibliothèque NatIOnale 

in Paris and reproduced in Blunt's biography, Appendix C, p.l50. 
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