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Sollerliae ae ralionis 
pro portione 

If only we could have some certainty as to the result of the long and patient 
collation of the manyVitruvian manuscripts by the eminent scholars who, year 
after year, strive to expose the text of De Architeclura!Then we would only have 
left translation difficulties and, therefore, we could only subscribe to the one 
offered by Philippe Fleury of the last sentence of the first book's first paragraph 
in the French reference edition given by the Belles Letires, the paragraph that 
inaugurates Vitruvius' educational program of the architect, or put more broadly, 
his answer to the question : what is the discipline of architecture? 

Ratiocinatio autem est quae res fabricates sollertiae ac rationis pro portione 
demonstrare atque explicare potest. One can check the lexicon and the grammar 
of the sentence and we will see that very often the language ofVitruvius leaves 
margins for interpretation, which would allow building up new interpretations 
that could provide foundations to a contemporary Vitruvianism. But the wording 
of this particular sentence leaves no doubt and the translation by Fleury is 
absolutely faultless: La tMorie est ce qui permet d'eclairer et d'expliquer les 
realisations pratiques en fonction de I'habilite technique et de la conception 
(Theory is what allows enlightening and explaining practical realizations 
according to technical skill and conception) . Thus detached from the concern 
to remain true to the text - concern, by the way, being highly appraisable to 
whom has undertaken the task of restituting text in its raw literality - we could 
formally be more direct and propose: La theorie explique et demontre les raisons et 
I 'habilete a I'oeuvre dans les chases fabriquees, the content remaining unchanged 
(Theory explains and demonstrates the reasons and the skill in action in 
fabricated things). 

However, Claude Perrault had offered a far different translation in his Ten Books 
ofVitruvius published in 1673 and honestly presented it as "newly corrected and 
translated in French, with notes and diagrams." Here is what the medical doctor 
and architect has to propose: La TMorie explique et demontre la convenance des 
proportions que doivent avoir les chases que I'on veut fabriquer (Theory explains 
and demonstrates the appropriateness of proportions the things we want to 
fabricate must have). The meaning in turn really differs. We can on first hand 
notice the use of the word "appropriateness," which prepares for a shift toward 
the proper direction of Perrault's general ideas. In 1934, Felix Gaffiot gave to 
sollertia the following range of meaning: industry, address, skill, know-how, 
and ingeniousness. According to Perrault, address becomes adequateness 
and proportions are appropriate in the sense that there is commensurability 
first and foremost - parts have a common measure. Also understood is that 
this commensurability is exact, meaning that relations establish themselves in 
integers and that we therefore are in the realm of rat ios that can be written as 
p/q, where p and q are whole numbers prime to each other. However beforehand, 
the adjective "appropriate" is already suggesting that these adequate 
proportions are only dependent on appropriateness, and that their nature is 
purely conventional, thus pertaining from arbitrary beauty. This is Perrault 's 
fundamental thesis, in conformity with theories of representation, which give way 
to the Classical per iod as defined by Michel Foucault in Les Mots et les chases. 
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Claude Perrault, Ten Books of Vitruvius, 1673. 
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We know well that Perrault elaborates his own theory at the same time as he 
translates and comments upon Vitruvius; as the subtitle announces, it tends to 
"correct" the ideas of the Roman architect. However, he is not the only one giving 
this translation that makes of pro portione the very highlight of the meaning of 
this sentence in lieu of the simple tying role of the idiom "in function of." Other 
translators, much less engaged in promoting a novel theory of architecture, are 
giving a similar meaning; that is the case for C. Maufras, Rose, J. Prestel or M.H. 
Morgan. But this alternate translation can only sustain itself if accompanied by 
an effective correction of the Latin text and not by a differing interpretation of 
the same phrasing. Thus Rose promotes an amendment to the text: sollerliae ac 
rationis pro portione becoming sollertia ac ratione proportionis. 
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The stake is of worth and goes well beyond a savant quarrel amongst Latinists. 
It involves discovering whether the first three chapters of De Architectura narrow 
down to general culture pretenses by a profession always eager to legitimize 
its role or whetherVitruvius is in fact bringing forth a general architectonic 
of knowledge that truly corresponds to the epistemological foundations of his 
time. Beyond this issue, we would hope to question the relationship between 
an architectonic of knowledge and architecture of space or the veryVitruvian 
question of the articulation of "ratiocinatio" with fabrica. For in the end we aim to 
ask to what extent we could still be Vitruvian today. 

Accordingly, the second translation supposes a modification of what stands 
for the reference text. We are not at all competent to state an opinion on the 
genealogy ofVitruvian manuscripts, which we nevertheless mention all seem to 
go back to one unique source, designated as X on the above stem diagram. This 
point is of importance as it gives a measure of the contingency, which relates 
to architectural theory's tradition. That this unique 8th century X manuscript 
had come to disappear - reasons are many from the most banal, like hum idity, 
to the most catastrophic, I ike wars and fires - and the very thought process of 
architecture would have changed, suppressing any possibility to return to this 
unique treatise left from antiquity. 

A manuscript did in fact exist; we do not have it in our possession, and its 
existence remains that of the most probable hypothesis, the one established 
by Schne ider in 1807 and that explains the overlap between the diverse copies ' 
peculiarit ies. As would Arachnea, we think of architecture as if we were 
suspended from one single thread which we have to respect best in all its 
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pecul iarities because that is all we have left to elaborate a tradition. Yet at the 
same time this thread is too fine not to have given in at several locations and 
been mended several times. 

Thus a way to undertake the issue is to see if this thread follows a main course, if 
a trajectory can be drawn from the Vitruvian text that would allow distinguishing 
between true and false knots. Because, on the one hand, it would be dangerous 
to presuppose an absolute internal coherence that would allow restituting a 
tradition of linearity, yet, on the other hand, we cannot avoid striving to untangle 
the parts that seem abstruse to us in an attempt to reduce them to the simplest 
equivalent knot. 

How thus to untangle Ratiocinatio autem est quae res fabricates sollertiae ac 
rationis pro portione demonstrare atque explicare potest? We are at the beginning 
of the treatise and Vitruvius explains right away that the architect's expertise 
(scientia) lies in the knowledge of many disciplines of which he will give us a list 
a bit further on. This sum of knowledge is quite impressive since it encompasses 
literature, drawing, geometry, history, philosophy, music, medicine, law and, not 
the least, astronomy. In short, if we examine in detail the sub-ensemble contained 
by these categories, we cannot easily distinguish which portion of the field of 
knowledge the architect can claim to ignore and still pretend to his title. 

We only covered the first sentence; the second sentence will even more burden 
the applicant's task, for the knowledge of the architect proceeds not only from 
theory (ratiocinatio) but also from practice (fabrica). We can only pretend to the 
title of architect the one who not only reads, we saw how many matters Vitruvius 
asks to study, but also fabricates, since the field ofVitruvian practices, far 
from limiting itself to ed ification, encompasses gnomonic as much as any kind 
of instrument and machine. We will also point out that the use of mach inery in 
contemporary architecture does not step out of the Vitruvian realm. 

The Treatise ofVitruvius is, it is true, often approximate, especially if one 
considers the level of difficulty of the language used. There is also little doubt as 
to whetherVitruvius takes part in this general regression of scientific knowledge 
that hits antiquity after the Golden Age of the first Alexandrine period. This 
regression is well put forward by Lucio Russo, a perfect example of how 
savants from the Renaissance and the Classical Age are foremost re-readers 
of Alexandrine texts and how modern science inscribes itself in a tradition with 
which it resumes beyond the Aristelo-scholastic heritage. We could thus believe 
thatVitruvius never writes but banalities on a general knowledge foremost 
destined for anchoring the pretenses of a profession whose role, already at that 
period, was far from assured in the mode of production of construct ion. 

Concerning the regression of the Roman scientific reason, Claudia Moatti 
recognizes that there is the value of a choice: 

Why measure the distance to the moon, when we cannot even manage t o 
measure our own passions? 

thus wrote Seneca. 

Nourished by Greek culture, Romans most certain ly abandoned wisdom and 
determined willingfully the limi ts of the validi ty of philosophy and science, 
demanding only a new appropriation of t radition ... Perhaps the collapse of 
certitudes, the loss of meaning and t he crisis of the mas have contributed 
to divert the philosophical effort f rom nat ure. Even though the critical and 
reflective initiative was born f rom discord and dissatisfaction, and though 
curiosity and erudit ion developed on a background of disorder, it became 
more important to safeguard the co llective memory, to restructure the city 
than to know the world. This could explain why Romans were less interested 
in research than in the system : the theme so frequent of gathering, under the 
cultural f orms of books or political consensus, suggests that to proliferation, 
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to fragmentation are attached incompleteness and imperfect ion. In all cases, 
one worries f oremost about organ izing pl urality, to define a unity f rom it rather 
than to reach new truths, to classify matter than to demonstrate it s nature; 
one prefers creating new fo rmulas than elaborat ing effic ient concepts. 

If we allowed ourselves to quote this extract from La Raison de Rome extensively, 
it is because it finely adjusts the focal lens through which we must consider De 
Architectura. Certainly the complexity of the astronomical reasoning of Book IX 
demonstrates thatVitruvius does not understand the heliocentrism of Aristaque 
de Sam os, for example; neither does Ptolemy. For one must wait for Copernicus 
in order to re-discover the Alexandrine theory of the solar system. The reasoning 
of Moatti on Roman rationalism allows us to understand howVitruvius' technica l 
weaknesses work to articulate a construction of a tradition that manifests itself 
as early as the first chapter with the Caryatides fable. Foremost, the conclusions 
of Moatti bring us to consider how De Architectura provides us with a very 
articulated theory of knowledge organization, a true encyclopedia. 

And in fact, with the help of rhetoric worth an excusatio, Vitruvius truly took the 
measure of what he advances. Contrary to what Pytheos advances, the architect 
could not pretend to excel in all disciplines. "The architect should nor can be a 
grammarian as Aristarque was, allowing he is not without education; he should 
nor can be a musician as Aristoxene was, allowing he is not without a certain 
musical knowledge, a painter as Appelle was, allowing he is not incompetent in 
drawing, a sculptor as Myron or Polyclete, allowing he is not ignorant of the visual 
arts ... " In short, Vitruvius ruthlessly rejects any claim to omniscience. Moreover 
Vitruvius points out the fact that, in each of these disciplines taken singly, very 
few can claim to one day master their specialty. 

How then can the architect escape general ness as well as the superficial 
discourse where foundationless divagations count as argumentation?This 
question still holds true to this day and in architecture schools especially. On this 
pointVitruvius seems extremely clear to us. Originally formulated concerning 
the subject of architecture, the distinction between theory and practice holds 
true for all other disciplines. In any case, the word that refers to theory is 
ratiocinatio, of which Vitruvius tells us that it is "common to every scholar," while 
the final product is specific to each domain. Whoever progresses in the domain 
of the ratiocinatio in whatever discipline penetrates in a common domain to all 
sciences. 

Vitruvius does not limit himself to invoking a vague principle of affiliation 
between all the sciences such as Cicero invokes in his Pro A. LicinioArchia 
poeta oratio (2) : " because all the arts which serve to cultivate men have a sort of 
common relationship and there is some kind of affiliation which ties them one to 
the other." What he will attempt to bui Id is a general theory of proportion, which 
bases the very possibility of the encyclopedia in its relationship with architecture. 
Of course, the word "proportion" does not appear as such in this chapter, but it is 
worth mentioning that this translation in Latin from the Greek analogia had been 
proposed only very recently by Cicero in his Timaeus seu de universo (4,2) . The 
word used byVitruvius is ratiocination, relying on its root ratio, which translates 
from the Greek logos, itself a word with a very general meaning : discourse, 
science, but in its mathematical uses came to signify " relation." 

More exactly, the word logos first designated the couple of two numbers (a,b) in 
the arithmetic, geometric, or harmonic averages, before gaining with Eucl id the 
general meaning of a ratio between any two integers : a/b. And thus the Greek 
theory of mathematics rooted itself in music so that we produce chords of octave, 
quartet, and qu intet by plucking a string according to subdiv isions corresponding 
to simple ratios; this is what comforted Pythagoreans' harmonic vision of a wor ld 
based on numbers. This precise chord can be called kanan, a word that signifies 
cane or stick, especially in the context of sun dials where it becomes synonymous 
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with gnomon, which shadows allow to measure: 
- The latitude of a location, concept of klima " 
- The height of distant objects, Thales theorem 
- Time, of course. 

Much later, in the second century, Galien will write in Doctrines of Plato and 
Hippocrates (V, 448) the very famous passage where is evoked the Canon of 
Polyclete: 

For Chrisippe, the beauty is not in the elements of the body (heat, cold, dry, 
and humid), but in the harmonious proportion of these parts: that of one finger 
in relation to another, of all the fingers to the rest of the hand, of the rest of the 
hand to the wrist, and of the latest to the forearm, then the arm, in short, of 
each part to the whole as is written in the Canon of Polyclete. Because it was 
Polyclete who showed these proportions in a work of art: he made a statue 
according to the principles of his treaty and called it the same name: the 
Canon. 

It is thus not only at a very general level that theory (ratiocinatio) presents itself 
as a theory of proportions (ratio), but in the very specificity of knowledge's 
diverse disciplines that exists a circulation between musical consonance, 
numerical ratios, distance relationships, geometrical similarity, geographical 
positioning, bodily balance and esthetical canon. In short, proportion founds the 
possibility of the encyclopedia in its entire rigor, and Vitruvius will cover all its 
aspects in his Treaty. 

Thus, the first example given byVitruvius of the articulation of two disciplines on 
the basis of a theoretical community is music in its relation to the medical field. 
Curiously, Vitruvius does not take harmony as a common theoretical foundation. 
In this first example, Vitruvius takes rhythm as a common element between 
music and medical field: a musician's foot movement and a patient's pulse. He 
further explains that, regardless of the discussion on this common concept, one 
had better see a doctor to get treated and a musician to get entertained rather 
than the opposite. We will also note the author most referenced byVitruvius 
on the questions of musical acoustics is Aristoxene ofTarente. This disciple of 
Aristotle, of whom one of the two texts he authored that we have is specifically 
dedicated to rhythm, is also the author who will go the furthest in questioning the 
theory of musical proportions, which was never always unanimously agreed upon 
even as early as antiquity. In that respect, looking at the musical field alone, the 
concordance between acoustical harmony and spatial proportions quickly finds 
its limits. If, as will manage Hippase at the beginning of the fifth century, it is 
possible to switch from vibrating chords to the golden discs where consonances 
coincide with proportion ratios applied to the thicknesses of the discs, it was 
not anymore the case of weights that, according to Jamblique, Pythagoras hang 
to emulate the sound of falling hammers in a smithy. They behaved altogether 
differently with the octave chord corresponding to a V2 (square root of 2) ratio in 
the weights. After which Aristoxene concludes: 

We are trying to give demonstrations corresponding to phenomena and 
which oppose themselves to the ones from previous theoreticians. These 
theoreticians assert point of views perfectly foreign to the subject and discard 
sensations as inexact. For this, they invent causes which pertain to the 
intellect and say that the difference of height of sounds lies in the determined 
ratios of numbers and speeds. But these are only speculations foreign to the 
subject and directly contrary to phenomena. 

Aristoxene will go as far as stating that perception is the only judge for 
distinguishing musical sounds and that it does not need ratios (oude logon 
deitai). Such an opposition of perception to reason certainly constituted one 
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of the rare cracks in the epistemological socle of antiquity, a crack that in 
architecture will only be reopened by the commentary of Perrault on Vitruvius. 

Aristoxene, who will be the reference on acoustical questions in Book V, is absent 
from the list given byVitruvius of some mathematicians who alone would have 
the capacity to embrace all disciplines down to their ultimate particularities. This 
is understandable since Aristoxene was not a mathematician and recommended 
to rely on sensations rather than tack ready-made theories of proportions to 
acoustic phenomena. However, this absence allows him to slip into his list, 
without apparent contradiction, people like Philolaos or Archytas ofTarente. As 
Pythagoreans, these two contributed to the elaboration of musical proportion 
theory criticized by Aristoxene. The second important person absent from this 
list is Euclid, who has been a main contributor to the mathematical theory of 
proportions since this subject is deeply dealt with on three aspects : musical 
in the Sectio canonis, arithmetical in Books V, VII and VIII of The Elements, and 
geometrical in Book VI. Is it perhaps that Aristoxene was not mathematician 
enough whereas Euclid was too much a mathematician and had therefore not 
broadened enough the field of proportional practical appl ications? It seems 
Vitruvius greatly perceived to what extent the field of knowledge of his time 
relied mostly on the concept of proportion, considered as anchored in things 
themselves. But this did not prevent the socle from being cracked. 

Not without difficulty, Vitruvius will persevere in his architectural encyclopedia 
by applying, in the most systematically way possible, his epistemological scheme 
to this discipline. After having concluded the first chapter by apologizing for not 
being a mathematico and thus for having only limited knowledge of ratiocinatio, 
chapters two and three expose successively, and without transition between each 
other, two extensive definitions of architecture. In chapter two, architecture is 
composed of arrangement, disposition, eurhythmy, symmetry, convenance and 
distribution. In chapter three, architecture itself includes three parts: building 
construction, gnomonic, and mechanics. Far from being unarticulated, these two 
adjacent definitions do seem to correspond to the two levels of encycloped ic 
knowledge: ratiocinatio and fabrica. Whereas the various fabricae define the 
discipline of architecture in extension, the six aspects of ratiocinatio define 
architecture in comprehension, specifying the use of proportion in this discipline. 

Ordinatio est modica membrorum operas commoditas separatism uniuerseque 
proportionis ad symmetriam comparatio. This time the word proportion is used 
in conjunction with the word symmetry, which, as has been often revealed , does 
not refer to the properties of spatial orientation like it does today, but rather 
signifies "commensurability." Chapter two constitutes a sort of general theory 
of the adequate proportion in architecture and transversal to all aspects of this 
discipline. This architectural encyclopedia appears confusing to us today because 
Vitruvius exposes several times the same central concept of proportion in the 
different forms it can take when applied to architecture. Thus, the definition of 
ordonnance, which most closely translates as "arrangement," explains how the 
adaptation of several parts of a building to each other and to the whole lies on 
the choice of a reference unit called a "module." In question are the intrins ic 
proportions of a building that are later going to undergo a homothetic operation 
in order to be represented to scale, with the homothety being the geometr ic 
transformation ,1 which though modifying the measures nonetheless respects 
the ratio between distances. The ordonnance had explained how we switch from 
a network system of relations linking any part to any other part and another 
involving a centralized system where all parts relate to one common module 
according to which the building constitutes a coherent system of proportion. 
Thus, because it is a proportional system, the disposition of a building can be 
represented homothetically. 

The eurhythmy explains that the arrangement of a building in a proportional 
system not only allows to represent it but to confer it a graceful form . Eurhythmy 
transposes the concept of proportion on the esthet ical level as a form, which 
establishes a relat ionsh ip between he ight, width , and length. That this form can 

1 CAD-CAM english uses 
the word "scaling" instead 
of "homothety" 
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become graceful relies on the fact that proportions enable the establishment 
of harmony by the intermediary of calculated correlations this symmetry, or 
community of measure, manifesting itself in buildings as it already appears in the 
human body. With this symmetry, we can now go back to the ontological principle 
that inscribes proportions in the very things themselves instead of relegating 
them to the status of an arbitrary formal system. However, shortly after, Vitruvius 
moderates his affirmation on the ontological character of proportions by 
switching to the conventional domain. 

For ornament as decor is foremost what is suiting. That is to say the convenance 
of what is proportioned according to the rules where convention and habit 
palliate the deficiencies of nature. It is almost deceitful thatVitruvius explains 
that if proportions are based on nature, it is principally that of human beings and 
not an absolute divine nature. We can indeed understand how an open air temple 
(hypeter) better suits divinities characterized by common celestial attributes, as 
would the Doric order and its plainness suit martial divinities, and how seductive 
divinities will best be celebrated by the most adorned, the Corinthian order. 
However, what is thereby proposed to us as evidence based on divine characters 
better belongs to the category of thermatismo, or of a conventional nature of 
gender. 

Thus should we notice how, through his examples, Vitruvius dissociates 
architectural orders from the sexual gender from which we are accustomed. 
Thus temples to Athena can be of Doric order because the war goddess stayed 
parthenos, that is to say she chose not to abandon herself to the destiny of 
wife or mother as her feminine nature sugg-ested for her. This explanation is of 
importance since it concerns the archetypal temple of the Parthenon. Though 
true those proportions find their principle of symmetry in the human body, and 
the human species is multiple: man, woman, and young girl, but these identities 
have the status of conventions that come and cover data from nature. That is 
why the use of the orders should stay coherent, since transferring elements from 
one order to the next could be shocking for the eye, but one should also keep in 
mind all the varieties of second nature: the Ionic order putting forth intermediary 
characters belonging as much to Junon as to Liber Pater - so much so as to ask 
ourselves if the presence of the frieze and Ionic fluting on the Doric order of the 
Parthenon is not in the end what fits best to the goddess born fully armed from 
the head of her father? 

Similarly, Vitruvius won't later openly denounce the religious character of 
sacrifices, but will render them so in a very rational manner by explaining that 
the bowels of animals are not books in which signs of good or bad augur are 
inscribed. They simply are instead organs that, considering the animal's state 
of health, indicate to what extent a location can provide good food and an 
appropriate context for another species' lifestyle: that of humans. That is because 
the choice of a city to be located somewhere should, according to Vitruvius, 
depend on the medical field and not on religion. Later on in chapter four, 
concerning how a city approaches its establishment, Vitruvius sketches a theory 
of elements that take on a formulation very similar to the one we find in Galien's 
excerpt transcribed earl ier. Proportion becomes dosage: equi I ibrium needed to 
be respected between hot and cold, dry and humid. The orientation of openings 
and wind exposition wi II seek to temperate excesses or deficiencies of this or 
that element according to seasons and activities. 

Without calling it arbitrary, as Perrault would, Vitruvius is researching a middle 
ground that anchors the concept of proportion in a wide variety of applications. 
This he accomplishes without grounding it in nature altogether and by granting it 
a fundamentally conventional character. Finally, the sixth section of this theory is 
called Distribution. After having covered the mathematical, geometrical, formal, 
aesthetical, anthropological, religious and physio-medical aspects of proportions, 
Vitruvius now considers this concept from the socio-economic perspective: the 
just proportion becomes the correct allocation of wealth. The question becomes 
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how to conveniently spread the available resources according to calculations 
that adjust budget spending. To that end, Vitruvius precedes Pl ine the Ancient 
by recommending using local materials in order to minimize transport costs. In 
any case, spending should be proportional to usage, location, and client's social 
status. 

And thus ends the architectural encyclopedia. Always concerned about 
outlining and respecting his plan, Vitruvius switches from theory to practice, 
from rationatio to fabrica, the extensive definition of which is the subject of 
chapter three. This chapter is much shorter because it contents itself with 
outlining the plan of practical applications that will be reviewed in the body 
of the Treaty and of which we covered the theory. Architectural works are 
mainly of three types: edification (until BookVIII), gnomonics (Book IX), and 
mechanics (Book X). Vitruvius is certainly not a grand innovator; he seems to 
limit himself to collecting materials accumulated by other authors he does not 
understand entirely - and does not deny to do so - but in any case he is a grand 
"administrator" who most often preserves a critical eye. By building a theory of 
architecture, he delivers to us an architectonic of knowledge. 

The first book's examination incites us then to lean toward a modification of 
the manuscript. Sol/ertiae ac rationis pro portione could then become sol/ertia 
ac ratione proportionis in order to adopt the translation proposed by Perrault: 
La Theorie exp/ique et demontre la convenance des proportions que doivent 
avoir les choses que I'on veut fabriquer (Theory explains and demonstrates the 
appropriateness of proportions the things we want to fabricate should have). 
Better yet, Vitruvius seems to have been able to formulate with the most rigor 
possible a theory of architecture reasonable and reasoned , which corresponds to 
the epistemological socle of its time, since the Alexandrine science in the most 
constructed form given by Euclid , the other "grand administrator," is foremost a 
theory of proportions added to a theory of isometrics. 

I n all evidence, the contemporary episteme is not what the one from antiquity 
was; hence, we have the a priori hypothesis thatVitruvianism is non-pertinent 
to contemporary architecture. Nevertheless, by focalizing on geometry, which 
in mathematics is the discipline that assures the interface between logic and 
intuition, we can spot highly qualified authors, for whom geometry's evolutions, 
far from striking Vitruvius' Elements of Geometry as obsolete, assure them 
on the contrary a greater generality. In order to be conv inced of it, one can 
read Uber die so genannt nicht Euklidisch Geometry (1871), by Felix Klein and 
written slightly before his Program of Erlangen (1872), where the isometries and 
homotheties are adjoined to other transformations that always authorize more 
variations of increasingly complex invariants. However, the common reader, as 
Vitruvius claims to be himself, will very easily be able to consult the table of 
contents of Fundaments of Geometry, published by David Hilbert in 1899.The 
simple enumeration of the titles of its seven chapters should start to convince 
this common reader of the importance of rhetoric and tradition in contemporary 
science. 

I ndeed, the first chapter of Geometry 's Fundamentals is titled "The Five A xiom 
Groups" just as the Elements was based on five axioms. Hilbert will have in the 
end listed 21 axioms, which he places in five groups while taking care to reserve 
for the famous ax iom of paral lels a group of its own. In this manner, Hilbert is 
hoping to manifest that this axiom of parallels is not dependant on the other 
axioms and that it is necessary to the particular geometry that Euclid was willing 
to organize. Hilbert is thus putting an end to the suspic ion that had started to 
agitate the commentators who, like Proclus, were worried that this axiom of 
parallels intervened in the 28th position only. This had led some to believe that it 
might not have been necessary and that it could be deducted from the first fou r 
axioms. 

Chapter two is simply titled "Compatibility." It aims at estimating to what degree 
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one can create new geometr ies by combining positive or negative formulations 
of the 21 axioms. In so doing, Hilbert is engaging with all the ones who, as did 
the Arab geometers, intended to study the geometric consequences of the 
combination of the first four Euclidian axioms with the negative of the fifth in its 
sharp or obtuse shapes. 

Concerning chapter three, whose title is merely "Theory of Proportions," Hilbert 
reiterates Euclid's teachings, though differently and still in the most assertive 
manner. Chapter four, titled "Of Planar Areas," concludes from the first three 
chapters in planar geometry. Chapters five and six bare the name of two inventors 
of projective geometry: "Desargues'Theorem" and "Pascal'sTheorem." Finally, 
the seventh and final chapter focuses on "Geometric Constructions Based on 
Axioms I to IV." 

Thus, if in science itself a concern for rhetoric manifests itself so as to maintain 
the horizon of a tradition, if the evolution of geometry has not invalidated Euclid's 
Elements, but on the contrary validated them by inscribing them in a more 
general combination of axioms, could we not then imagine enlarging the frame 
of reflection of De Architectura on the basis of a contemporary episteme? Our 
hypothesis is that it is possible to build a Vitruvian encyclopedia by general izing 
the concept of transposition as Gottfried Semper started to do in Der Stil. 

Translation: Celine Jeanne 
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