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INTRODUCTION






"Nous pardonnons beaucoup de choses aux Anciens; nous faisons des

mystéres de leurs imperfections". -

Corneille






Late seventeenth-century thought was defined in terms of a
dichotomy which opposed knowledge based on rational intuition,
faith or 'logical' deduction, to that based on empirical
observation and extended by hypothesis, experiment and induction.
This differential logic was undermined by Gianbattista Vico (1666-
1744) who postulated the existence of an additional category of
knowledge - 'manufactured' knowledge, of which the self-conscious
subject is the author (1). Vico's premise was revolutionary, not
only in its attempt to question the wvalidity of the
rationalist/empiricist dichotomy which dominated the
epistemological debates of the late seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries, but primarily because it in effect, presented
knowledge as a socially determined construct. Distinguishing
bewteen 'reality' and 'logically demonstrated truths', Vico argued
that absolute truth or certainty resided not in Nature or in what
can be perceived but in what is created or 'constructed'; in the
field of human relationships, in history, culture, language. He
maintained that all theories of knowledge were historically
determined, perceiving history as a process rather than an
accumulation of facts. His understanding of history as malleable
and interpretative seems to foreshadow Gadamer and his perception
of culture as an institution anticipates the Althusserian concept
of the 'ideological state apparatus’'. According to Althusser,
higtory, culture, law, education ... function as 'ideological state
apparatuses' or vehicles for the dissemination of ideology, through
which particular social fictions are sustained and capitalist
relations of exploitation reproduced (2). The term 'ideology'
itself denotes a mediation of lived experience, a representatiocnal

mechanism which entails a degree of mystification, since its






effectivity necessarily depends on the effacement of all traces of
the process of its articulation. Through the moulding of the
public mind, the dissemination of ideology serves as a form of
social control. Within any social context, a single ideology
renders all others subordinate to itself; this is known as the
'dominant ideology' and is generally complicit with the interests
and values of the privileged classes, and committed to the

preservation of the status quo.

The concept of ideology may, with equal validity, be applied to the
context of eighteenth-century political and social life, when the
first rumblings of what became class-consciousness apparently
inaugurated the aristocratic impulse to self-definition, and the
need for legitimation which was to dominate the pre-Revolutionary
era. The broader implications of the 'dominant ideology' thesis,
however, extend far beyond the primal scream of bourgecis dissent
and aristocratic accountability. The need for ideology attests to
a need for legitimation, and entails a fundamental uncertainty, a
property which was in no short supply in seventeenth-century
Western Europe. A profound uncertainty inspired by imminent
social, political and economic upheaval was augmented by the so-
called epistemological crisis of the seventeenth century;
inaugurated by a triumvirate of thinkers whose ‘'discoveries'
shattered the cosmological assumptions of Western metaphysics and
effected a radical subversion of traditional values. This 'crisis'
is fundamental to an understanding of the seventeenth century and
may ultimately be reduced to the antithesis between conflicting
conceptions of knowledge. 1Its initial importance, however, resides

in the fact that behind contingencies such as the methodology or






application of 'knowledge, lay values that were either inimical to
or enshrined within the canon of classical Western thought. The
seventeenth century was committed to the Ideal of 'progress'; it
emphasized the merits of scientific objectivity and instrumental
rationality and openly repudiated the superstitious excess of the
medieval and post-medieval worlds. 'Progress' itself, however, and
later 'enlightenment', <came inevitably to represent specific
national or class interests. In France, for example, state
intervention, through the various Académies, determined all aspects
of cultural production between the 1660's and the advent of the
Revolution, its ultimate objective being the personal
aggrandizement of the monarch and the advancement of the national
'gloire'. The selection of certain models of knowledge over others
depended, at least to some extent, on their ideological
applicability, their ability to emblematize particular aspects of

the culture which produced them.

Any cultural phenomenon is conceived within a particular socio-
political context, and cannot be examined independently of that
context. Similarly, cultural analysis demands recognition of the
fact that any culture contains within itself its own historical
memory. Art and architecture, then, are disciplines which
incorporate, each into itself, a set of aesthetic 'norms' - the
result of historical and cultural accumulation - and ultimately
derive their meaning from this (3). 'Neoclassicism', for example,
was not merely an eighteenth-century phenomenon; it was authorised
and informed by the pioneering classicism of the Renaissance and
the Seicento and borne along by the entire weight of the classical

tradition. Furthermore, its self-conscious appropriation of the






language of classical antiquity attests to a fundamental
understanding of tradition and of the past as a legitimating force
- an understanding rooted in the epistemological context of the
seventeenth century when the ideological implications of the
concept ‘'history' were first examined. The hegemony of the
classical tradition in western Europe depended upon, and was
guaranteed by, its ontological status. Classicism itself
constituted a model of knowledge and was associated with a
particular system of values. Until the mid-eighteenth century, the
classical tradition was regarded as normative: it was the
vardstick against which all other idioms or modes of representation

were measured.

The implications of the epistemological crisis for classicism were
twofold. In the first place, it questioned the validity of any
theoretical or theological premise dependent wupon received
authority and demanded that all theories be tested or 'logically'
proven. In the second, as the category of 'knowledge' broadened,
the ‘'authority' of the classical tradition was itself subject to
scrutiny, its ascendancy threatened by the possibility of other
potential models of knowledge and modes of representation. To the
pioneers of modern science and philosophy - Ga lileo, Bacon,
Descartes - their enquiries represented not a reaction against the
entire classical legacy, but rather, a re-evaluation of certain
aspects of an administered tradition. Retrospectively, the
epistemological disputes of the seventeenth-century may be viewed
in terms of their critique of classical thought, vyet it must be
remembered that this 'critique' still operated entirely within the

conventions of the classical tradition itself. Rationalism still






adhered to the classical belief in 'innate ideas', while Newtonian
natural philosophy ultimately endorsed the idea that Nature was
ordered mathematically in accordance with divine, universal 'laws.
The classical tradition represented established authority and
excellence, and was ratified by its longevity; as such, its
capacity to legitimate was enormous. The trajectory of classicism,
from the Renaissance and post-Renaissance interpretations of the
antique prototype to its co-option by the autocratic Ancien Régime
and its subsequent romanticization in neoclassicism, is of
fundamental significance to the argument that classicism itself was
an ideological tool. Its specific political implications preclude
any possible interpretation of classicism as ideologically
innocent. Imperial Rome became the vehicle of monarchist and
revivalist ideology in both England and France and was subsequently
evoked to represent Bonapartism, while Republican Rome and Greece
were seen to embody the objectives of nationalist and bourgeocis
self-assertion in the newly formed U.S. and in pre-Revolutionary
France, respectively. The power of historical specificity,
articulated within a tradition defined in terms of its atemporality
and universality, was fully understood by those whose interests it

served. Antiquity was a means, rather than an end (4).

The achievements of antiquity, for the artists and scientists of
the Quattrocento, became emblems of a programmatic attempt to order
and control the universe; Renaissance theory was seen as the
logical extension of this enterprise. The Renaissance was
characterized by a strong faith in its contemporary world; it
required no legitimation. Art and science were integrated within a

larger cosmological scheme to synthesize the human and the divine






and thus achieve a perfection not unrelated -to that envisaged by
Plato. Its recourse to antiquity was motivqtedlby the search for
a formal paradigm which would best articulate‘éontemporary issues.
Conversely, the eighteenth-century return to classicism was
essentially revivalist, accompanied by elements of poetic reverie,
nostalgia and a sense of irretrievable loss (5). The contemporary
world was deemed thoroughly unsatisfactory and the forms of
antiquity became monuments to a lost arcadian 'purity', symbols of
the proto-Romantic yearnings of a newly affluent eighteenth-century
bourgeoisie. Seventeenth-century acadenic classicism fused the
cosmological assumptions of Renaissance theory with the heightened
self-consciousness characteristic of Neoclassicism, and witnessed
the inauguration of an epistemological uncertainty which would have
been inconceivable during the Renaissance but was tsken for granted
during the eighteenth century. It is this uncertainty, coupled
with an increasingly deliberate manipulation of what was to become
the 'ideology' of classicism, which primarily distinguishes the
classicism of the ages of reascn and enlightenment from that of
their renaissance predecessor. It would be erroneous, however, to
regard the period hallmarked 'Neoclassical' and that dominated by
the academic tradition as intimately related in terms of stylistic
or formal concerns. Neoclassicism did not merely pick up the
academic threat where it had been broken by the extravagance of the
Baroque and Rococo - it was an almost entirely discrete‘ entity,
characterized by its own formal idiosyncracies and determined by a
particular historical situation. It did, however, in its attempt
to reconcile taste and reason by synchronizing ideology and
sensibility, absorb and internalise the contradictions first

articulated within the context of the epistemological revolution of
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the seventeenth century. The famous 'Querelle entre les Anciens et
les Modérnes lent to this dispute a specifically aesthetic
dimension, forcing onto the agenda the issues of taste, and of the
nature of the appeal to the Antique, and anticipating an
interrogation of the meaning of 'history' itself; issues which
would become pivotal to the aesthetic disputes of the eighteenth

century.

The Perrault-Blondel dispute effected a complete disruption of
seventeenth-century architectural theory, within which it inscribed
the terms of the opposition between "tradition" and "progress'. It
also 1illustrated the dependence upon a particular perception of
history definitive of classical thought. Essentially, seventeenth-
century classicism was more closely related to the Renaissance than
to Antiquity, just as Neoclassicism owed a greater debt to its
immediate predecessors than to the classical past. The former
authorised its obsessive drive to order and systematization by

referring to the Albertian premise that art is a science and has as

its ultimate objective representational correctness - the imitation

of nature; - the latter was validated by its dependence upon the
classical notion of art as moral instructor, the "exemplum
virtutis". Neither had much to do with the revival of Antiquity,

vet both were valorised by the classical tradition. The issue is a
complex one, far more complex than can be admitted by stylistic or
chronological analysis. The epistemological crisis of the
seventeenth century and its application to architectural theory
extended well into the aesthetic debates of the eighteenth century.
It  heralded the advent of historicism and romanticism and

anticipated the association between eighteenth-century imperialism
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and that of ancient Rome. More than this, however, its
significance for the eighteenth-century resided in its
understanding of history, its ideological implications, and its own
relationship to the past. The nature of the appeal to the past and
to the authority of tradition which was first examined in the late
seventeenth century, was of fundamental importance to
Neoclassicism, and to the relationship between the neoclassical
idiom itself and the various ideologies it came to represent.
Unless Neoclassicism is viewed in terms of its stimulation by
various political and economic contingencies, and its determination
by the changing requirements of 'history', it appears incoherent
and contradictory, in contrast to the more 'uniform' classicism of
the Grand Siécle. Certainly, antiquity still provided the canon
for the eighteenth century, but it was no longer unquestionable.

It was no longer seen as the Ideal wholly out of reach (6).

The epistemological revolution had initiated the impetus to
demystify classicism, to expose as deliberately constructed nyths
the established 'truths' of the classical tradition. As a
consequence, the aesthetic debates of the eighteenth century were
defined in terms of adherence or opposition to the classical canon
and the type of knowledge it represented. Deference to the
opinions of the classical authors was regarded as inimical to the
seventeenth-century concept of progress; the misconception
prevailed that the concept of 'progress' could be applied with
equal wvalidity to both scientific and artistic spheres. Modern
scientific methods and the writings of Descartes, Gassendi,
Malebranche and others had undermined the authority of the
classical tradition by questioning its basic premises. Yet, the

persistence into the eighteenth century of several of the
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transcendental values associated with classicism - its
universality, for example, and the endorsement by Newtonian natural
philosophy of the 'natural law' hypothesis - ultimately attests to
the power and continuity of the classical tradition, and its

ability to repeatedly legitimate itself.

The embodiment of the epistemological complications of the
seventeenth century in the architectural theory of Claude Perrault
is the point of departure for this attempt to 'demystify' certain
aspects of Neoclassicism. For reasons of convenience I intend to
refer only to what I perceive as the two salient dimensions of
Neoclassicism, the 'political' and the 'semantic'. The former
refers both to the genesis of the Neoclassical style; the covert
ideological manipulation of the idiom to legitimate aristocratic
mercantilism, and to its apotheosis as the language of bourgeois
self-assertion prior to the Revolution. The latter refers to the
aforementioned self-consciousness characteristic of the 'movement',
its understanding of itself in relation to the meaning of history
and the associative power of the historical past. Both are
ultimately dependent upon a particular perception of history; both
are reliant upon the legacy of the classical past and indebted to
Seicento idealism and the Albertian notion of art as 'exemplum
virtutis'. This dissertation is an examination of Neoclassicism as
an ideological tool in relation to the process of historical
construction and reconstruction, defined in terms of the history of

the classical tradition itself.
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"Delicate spirits are highly susceptible to curiosity and
prejudice, the result of which is that regard is no longer paid the
the true savour of the thing; but the soul, having fallen in love
with it on trust, as it were, goes out to meet it, and before its
individual savour, in its natural essence, can be detected, the
soul besprinkles it from afar with the imaginary sweetness to which
it is itself disposed, and then, with a closer approach, perceives
it as it has itself made it, not as it truly was, and, taking
pleasure in itself under the other's image, imagines that it is

taking pleasure in the other". -

Lorenzo Magalotti
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CHAPTER ONE

Perrault and the case against order

The Significance of seventeenth-century architectural theory
for the development of Neoclassicism






The crisis of seventeenth century epistemology centred on the
notion of the 'nature' of knowledge - not merely what can be known,
but how it can be known. Renaissance thought had implied a
synthesis of all branches of knowledge, a closed process leading by
necessity to universal truths prescribed by divine revelation (7).
Francis Bacon reacted against this tradition by proposing a new
type of knowledge which was based on the observation of natural
phenomena and was independent of transcendental issues. The 'new
science' of Galileo substituted for the diversity of the 'real'
world a perfectly intellibible world, determined exclusively by its
geometrical and quantitative properties; for visable reality, a
world of abstractions, relations and equations. 'Scientific'
reality came to be regarded as not merely what can be perceived,
but as what can be conceived with mathematical clarity. Cartesian
dualism and the New Science of Galileo inaugurated the initial
split between the perceptual and conceptual spheres of knowledge --
and the consequent fissuring of every branch of human knowledge
along dichotomous lines became the sine qua non of western European
thought. Philosophy and science finally toppled the assumption,
inherited from Renaissance and medieval cosmology, that number and
geometry were a 'scientia universalis'; the link between the human

and the divine.

The fundamental conflict of the late seventeenth century is one
between two diametrically opposed concepts of knowledge, defined as
either a priori or a posteriori - corresponding respectively to the
dichotomy between rationalism and empiricism. Insofar as knowledge
is held to be a priori, empirical knowledge appears to be random,

unfounded, and subject to contingency, and to the extent that
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knowledge is held to be a posteriori, then it is a priori knowledge
that is subject to uncertainty and dependant upon authority,
received ideas and habit. The rationalist philosophy represented
by Descartes, Spinoza and ILeibniz - absorbed within its system the
traditional view that 'innate ideas' exist and that science is
fundamentally an a priori enterprise based on these ideas. The
assumption that within Nature are inscribed divine and immutable
'natural laws' according to which the universe is harmoniously
ordered, epistomizes the concept of the 'innate idea' and
constituted one of the fundamental tenets of the classical
doctrine, and one of the criteria upon which its appeal to the past
was based. Knowledge gained by experience and induction had,
ultimately, to be measured against this authority. Cartesian
rationalism, although it did not abandon this tradition,
inaugurated "a search for clarity of concept, rigour of deduction
and initutional certainty of basic principles" (8) - exemplified in
the writings of Nicholas Boileau-Despréaux, Jean-Phillippe Rameau
and Frangois Blondel. The principles contained in these works were
in turn derived from an older body of ideas - those of Horace,
Cicero, Aristotle and Vitruvius on the one hand and the doctrines
of Neoplatonism on the other. In the fifteenth century, when
architecture was first constituted as a separate branch of science,
architectural theory received its primary articulation within a
broader artistic doctrine based on the precepts formulated by the
Ancients, the most important element of which was the notion that
art was an imitation ofamathematically ordered nature, and that the
art of the Ancients, being derived from this 'law', was, by

extension, also worthy of imitation.
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The reliance of such eminent architectural theorists as Blondel and,
later, Brisieux,upon the commentaries of the Ancients is indicative
of the relationship between seventeenth century concepts of a
priori knowledge and innate ideas and the notion of Ancient
Authority. In the eyes of empirical 'science' the rationalist
episteme was undermined by its allusion to received authority and
by its implicit dependence upon a particular perception of the

past.

Against this background of an epistemology divided by an alliance
between rationalism and a tentative adherence to transcendental
values on the one hand, and an intransigent empirical tradition on
the other, was enacted what was known as the "Querrelle Entre Les
Anciens et les Modérnes", a spectacular debate which affected all
aspects of French cultural production during the last quarter of
the seventeenth century and whose ramifications extended well into
the eighteenth century. The dispute, in effect, represented the
opposition between tradition and progress, first articulated within
the context of seventeenth-century science. 'Modern' science was
characterised by a strong dependence upon experiment and
observation, whereas the old order of natural philosophy had
discouraged experiment, in the belief that it was sufficient to
take the 'truth' from literary sources - from Aristotle and his
interpreters. In terms of architectural theory, the conflict took
the form of a displacement of Vitruvian authority and an
interrogation of the canonic laws of classical architecture as they
had been laid down in the first century A.D. Central to the
dispute and its manifestations in both disciplines was the figure

of Claude Perrault, physician, part-time architect and founding
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member of the Académie des Sciences. By profession he was inclined
towards a Baconian observation of natural phenomena, and was an
exponent of the inductive method in scientific experiment, but his
theoretical sympathies c¢learly lay in the rationalist camp.
Referring to Perrault's contributions to architectural theory,
Rykwert argues that his affinity with Descartes in particular is
clear in his "analysis of commonly held opinions and in an
attempted synthesis by deduction from the primary intuitions to
which the ideas have been stripped" (9). Perrault, however, did
not concur with Descartes' persistent attempts to reconcile
philosophy and theology, and was clearly more 'modern' in his
effort to separate faith and reason. He was more concerned with
immediate observation of phenomena, investigation of laws and with
a systematic rationalisation of knowledge than with final causes
and closed hypothetical systems. This distinction is symptomatic
of the protopositivism which was evident in French intellectual
circles between the last decades of the seventeenth century and the
1730's, when the natural philosophy of Newton became generally

accepted in Europe (10).

Perrault's apparently contradictory position reflected, and was, in
fact, determined by, an epistemological environment full of
contradictions. The seventeenth century was not positivistic - the
Platonic systems of the philosophers were deeply rooted in an
Aristotelian world. Most scientists and philosophers were
simultaneously traditional and progressive - hence Perrault could
espouse the principles of rationalism, and, simultaneously, in his

'Essais de Physique' of 1680, could distinguish between theoretical

and experimental physics, emphasizing the secondary value of a
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priori conceptual systems. Although he claimed that exactness in
the inductive process was much more important than deductive
constructions, and realised that all systems were by nature
relative, he was wont to emphasise in different contexts the
impossibility of "philosophizing without putting forward
propositions of a general character' (11) Only in the context of
the epistemological ‘crisis' can Perrault's architectural
presuppositions, and this descrepancy between architectural theory
and scientific practice,be understood. His dilemma was the dilemma
of seventeenth century epistemology; his assault on tradition was
significant not only in terms of its reception but because it had

become necessary and inevitable.

Perrault's challenge to ancient authority was constituted by an
implicit rejection of the traditional symbolic implications of
architectural proportions. The three classical orders (later
augmented to five) had been regarded by the Greeks and Romans, and
subsequently by the architects of the Renaissance, as the
"touchstone and tonic of architecture, the epitome and guarantee of
architectural perfection" (12), perfection determined by
proportional rule based on eternal laws divinely inscribed in
nature. Perrault's denial of the existence of natural laws, of an
'absolute' beauty governed by mathematical proportions, and his
rejection of the popular analogy between architectural proportions
and musical harmonies, amounted to a refutation of one of the most
fundamental tenets of the classical doctrine, an interrogation of
the most sacred a priori of traditional thought. A renunication of
the accepted relationship between absolute beauty and arch;tectural

proportions comprised Perrault's principal challenge to the






dominant orthodoxy. He was not the first architect to acknowledge
that the proportional measurements of many 'modern' buildings and
even the dimensions of remaining antique monuments, deviated
significantly from those stipulated in the theoretical texts of
Vitruvius and later architectural commentators. Architects had
previously justified these discrepancies by referring to the
Vitruvian notion of ‘'optical adjustments' - which permitted a
deviation from the norm in order to correct the perspectival
distortion of dimensions. Equipped with exact measurements from a
recent volume published by Antoine Desgodetz and a physiological
understanding of the relationship between the optical sensation and
its neurological reception, Perrault argued that optical
refinements were unnecessary and that the discrepancy between
theory and practise was wholly unintentional. His observations
highlighted a number of contradictions within architectural theory
itself. In the first place he questioned the basic classical
assumption that architectural proportions constituted a link
between the human and the divine, exposing as fallacious the
seventeenth-century romanticisation of antiquity as committed
primarily to the ldeal of‘order’. Secondly, in an era characterised
by instrumental ratiocnality and scientific objectivity Perrault
considered the unquestioning justification of such blatent
discrepancies wholly anachronistic. Finally, while contemporary
architects and theorists could disavow the significance of the
proportional 'modifications' of the Ancients, they themselves took
the whole issue of proportions with obsessive seriousness,
believing that '"the monuments would lose all their beauty if a
single ninute were taken away from or added to any of these parts"

(13). Within the seventeenth century tendency towards uniformity






and rationalisation subsisted a further anomaly; a propensity to
ascribe to artistic endeavour a certain 'poetic' licence within the
strictures of the classical canon. The particular talent of an
artist or architect resided in the application of his skill and
judgement to the problem of extending to their extremes the
permissible limits - for example, in the "judicious handling of the
change in proportions" (14) which determined optical adjustments.
The result of this particular measure of freedom afforded to the
artist or architect was referred to as the "je ne sais quoi", a
popular catchphrase which represented a proto-Romantic view of the
act of creation as that which is beyond rationalisation and
definition. Francis Bacon had denied the beauty of geometrical
proportion and maintained that beauty is created by "a kind of
Felicity and not by rule" (15). Even Nicholas Boileau, who
advocated reason as never before, concluded that "it is the je ne
sais quoi which charms us, without which beauty itself would have
neither grace nor beauty" (16). Wittkower defines the "je ne sais
quoi" as "the official acquiescence to the demands of sensibility"
(17), an "escape clause" which became obsolete in the eighteenth
century when the entire field of art became a problem of

"sensibility".

Following Leibniz's formulation of two discrete categories of
knowledge, Perrault distinguished between two types of
architectural beauty - 'positive' beauty (determined by such
objective criteria as the "richness of material, the size and
magnificence of the building, precision and neatness of execution,
and symmetry") and 'arbitrary' beauty (which "depends on one's own

volition to give things that could be different without being






deformed, a certain proportion, form and shape".) (18) Perrault's

relegation of an absolute, 'cbjective' value such as the concept of

beauty to the corruptible domain of human taste or inclination
implied a radical subversion of established values. In this
unprecedented association of taste and beauty resides his most
significant contribution to aesthetic theory; by attempting to
illustrate the fact that 'positive' beauty did not depend on exact
architectural proportions, Perrault had inadvertently delineated
the agenda for the aesthetic disputes of the following century. He
was also the first architect to question the traditional belief
that meaning appears immediately through perception; (19) instead
he provided an associative, conceptual explanation of architectural
value, based on the hypothesis that proportions were identified
through association with positive value, an association endorsed by
custom and familiarity. His ultimate objective, however, was not
to topple convention, but merely to countermand the relativizing
influence on architectural practise of the myth of natural
proportions and its qualifying counterpart which deemed optical

adjustments inevitable.

In seeking to rescue architectural prop