
UNIVERSE OF STONE PART 3



CHARTRES, REASON, AND 
THE DIVINE ORDER

• Chartrain scholars were intent on mining the ancient world for new, rational understanding of 
the physical world.

• Their blend of Platonic philosophy and logical inquiry created an intellectual tradition that led 
to the growth of early science in the following century, and to the notion of a universe 
governed by order.

• 1,800 images and scenes carved into the stones of Chartres.
• The building was a sacred symbol, and every part had the primary function of expressing piety 

and encoding a belief in divine order.
• Forge materials into an expression of the ineffable
• The theoretical principles governing the construction of the Gothic cathedrals were geometry 

and clarity.
• These mathematical relations were deemed to be expressions of perfection
• The building expresses a conviction that the glory of God’s universe is expressed as a system 

of eternal order. This was a belief fostered in the early twelfth century at the cathedral school 
of Chartres itself.



CATHEDRAL SCHOOLS

• The cathedral schools were also places where one could learn 
about the world.

• In principle at least, students at the cathedral schools were given a 
rounded education in the academic disciplines that comprised the 
trivium and quadrivium.

• At the Chartres school, on the other hand, the emphasis was on the 
quadrivium of arithmetic, music, geometry and astronomy, 
considered at that time to represent the four mathematical 
‘sciences’.

• By 1200 there was a ‘university’ in Bologna, Paris and Oxford.
• The cathedral school at Chartres never became a university in this 

sense. But it was unquestionably one of the major centers of 
learning in France – aside from the school of Paris, it had no peer.



FULBERT OF CHARTRES

• The Italian Fulbert of Chartres ( born c . 960 – 70 ) -
Characterized as the ‘Venerable Socrates of the 
Chartres Academy’, Fulbert established the 
cathedral school as a haven for rational and 
progressive debate.

• Thanks to Fulbert, Chartres became for at least a 
hundred years one of the principal conduits of 
Arabic science and mathematics, and it was here 
that these discoveries became integrated into 
Christian thought.

• Until the early eleventh century the main centers of 
learning were the monasteries; the monks tended to 
view cathedral schools as undisciplined and 
degenerate.



CATHEDRAL SCHOOL 
LEADERS AND CHARTRES

• Geoffrey was bishop of Chartres from 1116 to 
1149 – throughout the school’s golden age

• Geoffrey’s first appointment as head of the 
school was a Breton, Bernard of Chartres, 
who became chancellor around 1119.

• Bernard was a deeply learned and venerated 
man, ‘the most perfect Platonist of his time ’.

• Succeeded in 1142 by the greatest of the 
‘scientific’ chancellors, Thierry of Chartres

• Thierry, the sciences of antiquity not only 
were consistent with Christian theology but 
were the essential tools for understanding 
God’s creation.



PLATONISM AND THE CATHEDRAL 
SCHOOL OF CHARTRES

• One cannot truly comprehend God’s creation without being familiar with 
mathematics and with the account of matter and its transformations expounded in 
Plato’s Timaeus.

• Four elements, earth, air, fire and water, are composed of fundamental particles –
atoms, as Democritus called them in the fifth century BC – with geometric shapes 
that account for the way they can be interconverted.

• But it was not until the flourishing of the Chartres cathedral school in the twelfth 
century that the ‘scientific’ passages of the Timaeus were given due 
consideration.

• Discussing how the universe was built up from the elements

• Timaeus also furnished the medieval Platonists with physical theories of 
sensations, color, physiology, disease and mental health.



THIERRY OF CHARTRES

• Under Thierry Chartres drew students from all over Europe, who came to learn 
the liberal arts and to read what the ancient and Islamic writers had to say about 
them.

• Thierry became tutor to the count’s heir Henry, later Henry II of England.
• He used the elemental theory of the Timaeus to concoct a picture of how the 

stars were formed and how life began.
• William of Conches had no time for a Creator who was constantly intervening in 

the world.
• Once God set the wheels in motion, they would run of their own accord.

• William of Conches was ultimately denounced as a heretic and sorcerer, and was 
forced to return to Normandy.

• Some regarded this attempt to develop a Christian Platonic natural philosophy as 
misguided.



BERNARD OF CLAIRVAUX AND 
PLATONISM

• ‘If anyone considers not only Plato’s words, but his meaning, 
he will find not heresy, but the most profound truth hidden 
under the covering of words.

• I do not detract from God. Everything that is, is from him, and 
because of him. But nature is not confused and without 
system.

• He mocked the way these narrow-minded clerics would 
invoke God’s mysterious powers to explain everything.

• Only by understanding the world can we appreciate how 
skilfully God has wrought it, and thus delight in his wisdom. 
Studying natural philosophy is thus not just a noble and 
worthy cause but an obligation



JOHN OF SALISBURY’S INFLUENCE 
ON CHARTRAIN PLATONISM

• The rationalism of Bernard (if not so much his science) was echoed by John of Salisbury
• 6 years later John went back to Chartres as the new bishop, where he remained until his 

death.
• As a natural philosopher he brought a measured Aristotelian empiricism to temper any 

excesses of Platonic abstraction.
• A priori logic will not alone suffice to decipher the world.
• The Platonism of Chartres was not the same as the Neo-Platonism of Renaissance 

philosophers such as Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola, which emphasized the 
Gnostic mysticism of Plato’s interpreter Plotinus rather than the rationalism of his 
elemental physics.

• Chartrain scholars regarded the natural universe not so much as a machine but as a 
creative entity.

• William of Conches drew a parallel between the artisan and God :‘ All work is the work of 
the Creator, the work of nature, or of man - the - artisan imitating nature.’

• They treated the manual crafts with an esteem that was lacking at the universities.



CHARTRES SCHOOL AND 
PLATONIC PHILOSOPHY

• Tenets embraced by Chartres School
• A reverence for light and a belief in the creativity of the universe were not the only 

mystical aspects of Platonic philosophy that the Chartres school embraced . 
• The sacredness of number, a notion promoted not only by Plato but also by 

Pythagoras.
• The ancient philosophers knew that musical harmony is governed by principles of 

proportion.
• Influential Concepts from the Timaeus 

• In the Timaeus, Plato explained that this same principle of construction from ratios 
extended to the structure of the universe.

• Plato’s account showed that God was a builder
• Plato’s theory of the elements - maintained that each of these is composed of atoms 

with geometric shapes, now known as the regular or Platonic solids



THE INFLUENCE OF PLATONISM 

ON GOTHIC BUILDING

• World is made from components and materials that are fashioned by the Master 

Builder into perfect geometric shapes and proportions, particularly those based 

on squares, cubes, triangles, and musical ratios.

• Harmonious intervals were ‘good’ not because they sounded pleasing; but 

because they are a product of the metaphysical dignity stemming from their 

mathematical origin.

• ‘Gothic art would not have come into existence without the Platonic cosmology 

cultivated at Chartres.’

• ‘The Gothic builders are unanimous in paying tribute to geometry as the basis of 

their art.

• in the aesthetic, technical and symbolic aspects of its design, is intimately 

connected with the metaphysics of ‘measure and number and weight.’ It seeks to 

embody the vision that the Platonists of Chartres had first unfolded.



GOTHIC 
ARCHITECTURE,SCHOLASTICISM, 

AND VITRUVIUS
• Panofsky’s short treatise Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism argued for this 

connection with more force and clarity than anyone had done previously.
• The great age of cathedral-building had to be supported on the solid bedrock of 

economic prosperity; theology alone wouldn’t have sent those spires heavenward 
and filled those walls with light.

• It would be rather surprising if Chartrain / Gothic architecture and Platonism were 
not somehow connected.

• Vitruvius advised the architect to build according to rational, mathematical 
principles and argued that architecture should be considered a liberal art. He 
stressed that the architect needs a broad education, encompassing geometry, 
arithmetic and music, so that he might ‘demonstrate and explain the proportions 
of completed works skilfully and systematically.



VITRUVIUS AND PLATONISM
• Symmetry derives from proportion, (called analogia in Greek.) Proportion itself, he says, is 

‘the appropriate harmony arising out of the details of the work itself; the correspondence 
of each given detail among the separate details to the form of the design as a whole’.

• Victor Hugo captures this spirit in his description of the medieval churches of 
Christendom: ‘Everything is of a piece in this logical, well-proportioned art, which 
originated in itself. To measure the toe is to measure the giant.’

• Vitruvius notes that the height of a man is more or less equal to the span of his 
outstretched arms, so that the human figure can be inscribed in a square: the homo 
quadratus, as it became known in the twelfth century.

• Geometric approach contains a clear strand of Pythagoreanism

• The builder used geometrical means of construction as a practical tool, but also inherited 
Vitruvius’s notion that it was a way to achieve harmony of proportion.

• That in turn connects geometric ratios and angles to a more metaphysical perspective, in 
which geometry confers a kind of ‘rightness’ – in Platonic philosophy it has intrinsic virtue.

• Master builders might have used geometric principles in practice – we need to take a 
closer look at the roles of these men in the construction of a cathedral.



NATURAL PHILOSOPHY 
AND SACRED GEOMETRY

• Natural philosophy developed in 12th-century Chartres
• But we should bear in mind that it is not clear whether medieval masons had any concept 

of what a square root actually was;
• There were rational approximations - the fraction 17 /12 (equal to 1.417), or even 7/5 

(1.4).
• Sacred Geometry and “Pyramidiocy”

• Lost secrets of the Druids, the Knights Templar or some such semi-legendary institution. 
Some have claimed that geometric construction was applied in the church to a degree 
that seems almost obsessive.

• Here is where he takes a shot at Sacred Geometry. He should watch out who he's 
offending here. He shouldn't be so wildly dismissive of Sacred Geometry in a book about 
Chartres Cathedral. It's like scoffing at the Virgin Mary while visiting a pilgrimage to the 
Virgin.

• Art historian Eric Fernie is more outspoken, calling the notion of sacred geometry 
‘pyramidiocy’ that relies on coincidence.

• I think what he's missing about sacred geometry is the aspect that is devoted to beauty 
and order in a Platonic sense. His disrespect offends me.



MASONS AND MASTER BUILDERS

• The Masons
• Spiralling designs were also the signatory emblem of the master builders, the 

architects who turned geometry into stone.
• The master builders considered themselves to be working in the tradition of Daedalus 
• Doctor Lathomorum

• This progression as simply a matter of steady advancement of the most capable 
individual, whose career began like that of any other mason: in the mud, the rain, 
the dust and the arduous toil of the quarry.  Skill at stonecutting might qualify the 
mason to work on ‘ freestone’, that is , fine-grained limestone or marble, which 
carried with it the title of ‘freestone mason’, or simply freemason. 

• According to the historian Robert Branner, until the thirteenth century a master 
builder formulated the plan of a building ‘in his head, and then laid out the design 
directly on the ground without the intermediation of a drawing.



PLANS AND BLUEPRINTS AND THE 
MEDIEVAL ART OF BUILDING

• A major reason why such plans have rarely survived is that the only medium for carrying 
robust yet portable drawings in the early Middle Ages was parchment, which was very 
expensive. So once a drawing had served its purpose, the parchment would have been 
scraped clean and reused.

• The architectural drawings for Strasbourg cathedral show how detailed and accurate such 
drawings were by the late thirteenth century.

• There were not blueprints for construction: they did not necessarily give unambiguous 
guidance to the masons.

• No one could become a master mason without becoming a master geometer.
• Despite popular claims about the status of the Golden Section, it was the 1 :v2 rectangle 

that was the ‘standard Gothic rectangle ’, the medieval ‘ true measure ’.
• Yet at the same time we should not open too wide a chasm between the practical, 

constructive geometry of the Gothic master masons and the metaphysical connotations of 
geometry and proportion understood by those scholars who had read and studied Plato, 
Pythagoras and Euclid.


