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Timaeus

Plato’s Timaeus is not only one of the fundamental Western texts on the philosophy of nature. It must also be con-
sidered the first and fundamental text of Western philosophy of architecture: it tells of how a divine architect, the
demiurge, designed the cosmos. The composition of the universe is a model for every human architectural composition.
This is the first teaching, which still holds true today, that the Timaeus offers us: every philosophy of nature, as a
philosophy of the construction of nature, is a philosophy of architecture. Conversely, every philosophy of architecture,
as a philosophy of constructing that which is consigned to nature right from the start, is a philosophy of nature.
What is surprising, however, is that the Timaeus contains not one but two philosophies of nature, and consequently
two philosophies of architecture. We may define the first philosophy of nature/architecture a philosophy of the heaven,
and the second a philosophy of that which is before the heaven: space.

Timaeus

Il Timeo di Platone non & solo uno dei testi fondamentali del’Occidente di filosofia della natura. E anche il primo e
fondamentale testo di filosofia dell'architettura dell’Occidente: racconta di come un architetto divino, il demiurgo, ha
disegnato il mondo. La composizione architettonica dell’'universo € modello di ogni composizione architettonica umana.
Questo ¢ il primo insegnamento, valido ancor oggi, che il Timeo ci offre: ogni filosofia della natura &, in quanto filo-
sofia della costruzione della natura, una filosofia dell’architettura. Per converso, ogni filosofia dell’architettura e, in
quanto filosofia della costruzione di cio che fin dall’inizio € consegnato alla natura, una filosofia della natura.

La cosa sorprendente € perod che il Timeo contiene non una ma due filosofie della natura, e di conseguenza due
filosofie dell’architettura. La prima filosofia della natura/architettura possiamo chiamarla una filosofia del cielo, la
seconda una filosofia di cio che é prima del cielo: lo spazio.
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Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

Vesper ¢ una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l'og-
getto illuminante non ¢ piu visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l'atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identifico nel pianeta
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione piu che un oggetto e privilegia il
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non ¢ qui accesa la luce
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere
nella penombra una possibilita nell’esistente.

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lita narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti,
privilegia I'intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell'immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. Larivista ¢ pensata nella sua successione di numeri
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneita, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero ¢ articolata in un insieme di
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni — editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio,
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario — mutano i riverberi tra
idee e realta, si accende I'intreccio tra evidenze concrete e
loro potenzialita, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’'ombra lunga.

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and
contaminations between different languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into
sections that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay,
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary.
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects,
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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Plato’s Timaeus is not only one of the fundamental Western texts on the
philosophy of nature. It must also be considered the first and fundamental
text of Western philosophy of architecture: it tells of how a divine architect,
the demiurge, designed the cosmos. The architectural composition of the
universe is 2 model for every human architectural composition.

This is the first teaching, which still holds true today, that the Zimaeus
offers us: every philosophy of nature, as a philosophy of the construction of
nature, s a philosophy of architecture. Conversely, every philosophy of architec-
ture, as a philosophy of constructing that which is consigned to nature
right from the star, is a philosophy of nature.

What is surprising, however, is that the 77maeus contains not one but
two philosophies of nature, and consequently two philosophies of archi-
tecture. We may define the first philosophy of nature/architecture a phi-
losophy of the heavens, and the second a philosophy of space.

The Timaeus tells of the harmonic construction of what Plato calls the
universe, the cosmos, or ‘the heaven’ (ho ouranos). Universe, cosmos and
heaven are synonymous (28b). The genesis of the cosmos is the genesis
of the heaven; the first philosophy of nature contained in the Zimaeus is
a philosophy of the heaven and a philosophy of the architectural composition
of the heaven. The demiurgic architect composes the universe using as a
model the eternal paradigms that are ‘beyond the heaven’ (exd rou ouranou,
Phaedrus, 247¢), in a ‘beyond’ which, however, is not spatial.

First, the heaven, the universe, is made up of a body. The body is some-
thing visible and tangible. If visible, it is made of light, that is, of fire; if it
can be touched it is solid, therefore made of earth. Constructing implies
linking, and the most beautiful and perfect link is that given by a mean
between the linked terms, in particular that given by the mean propor-
tional. However, the body of the ouranos is not flat, but three-dimen-
sional. Then, as Euclid teaches us (Euclid 1731, VIIL12, p. 44), in order
to mediate between three-dimensional quantities, it is necessary to have
not one, but two proportional means. The body of the heaven will there-
fore be composed thus: fire : air = air : water = water : earth. Between fire
and earth there will be two means in this continued or geometric propor-
tion. Thus, the body of the heaven was constructed (31b-32c).

The heaven is not just a body, however, but a /iving body with a soul
(30b-31a). The universe is a gigantic animal. The demiurge then compos-
es the soul of the universe. The later tradition will call it the anima mun-
di, but for Plato it is rather the anima caeli. The demiurge starts from the
assumption that everything has three fundamental atcributes: everything
is, is identical to itself, is different from everything else. Being, sameness,
and difference are the supreme immutable paradigms beyond the heaven.
Being, sameness, and difference are also the main attributes of every per-
ceptible and mortal body under the heaven. The demiurge then composes
eternal being, sameness and difference alongside being, sameness and
difference of mortal bodies, obtaining a compound made of intermedi-
ate being, sameness and difference. Hence the soul of the universe is this
intermediate — between the mortal body of the ouranos and the immortal
paradigm beyond the ouranos (35a-b).

With this mix, the demiurge has obtained what we may describe, with
a somewhat improper expression, as the raw material of the soul of the
universe. But now, like a good architect, he will have to divide it, cut it,
and assemble it. A first division will be made thanks to the following
numbers: one, the source of the numbers; two, the first even number;
three, the first odd number; and then both two and three squared and
cubed. The demiurge continues by cutting the intervals between these
seven measures and each time finding within these intervals an arith-
metic mean (x = /a+b]/2) and a harmonic mean (x = 2 ab/Ja+b]) (35b-36b).
The result is pieces of soul that stand together in the main Greek musical
consonances: the fourth, fifth and octave chords. With these consonant
pieces of soul, the demiurge builds the different spheres of the heavens
on which he places the earth, the planets, and the fixed stars. The soul of
the heaven produces inaudible music for our ears (Republic, 616d-617c).

So here is the universe made, the heaven, with its body and soul, in the
image of the eternal paradigm. The demiurge looks at it and ‘rejoice[s]’
(37¢). But now, being well-pleased, he wants to make it even more like
the eternal living model of it. Therefore, he gives the heaven time, which
is ‘the moving image of eternity’ (37d). In the Timaeus, the heaven and
time coincide: time, writes Plato, comes to be ‘at the same time that the
heaven was composed’ (37¢, cf. Brague 1982, pp. 27-71).

We have come to the end. The harmonic construction of the heaven is
the consonant composition of body and soul over time. All the accounts
add up: the heaven, time, architecture, body, soul, music, harmony.

But is it really the end? Plato, with one of the most spectacular argu-
mentative fractures in the history of philosophy, realises that this archi-
tecture of the heaven does not hold. It collapses, and forces him to start
over (cf. Derrida 1995; Sallis 1999, pp. 91-145).
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Plato understands that the binary template that he has so far used to
grasp our reality (the intelligible model always identical to itself beyond the
heaven, and the sensitive and mortal copy of the model under the heaven) is not
enough to understand the world we live in. In it everything changes inces-
santly, it becomes something else; in this continuous change we cannot
stop anything, not even understand and name anything that has certainty
and stability. Nor do immutable rational concepts help us. Over there we
have the immutable intellectual model, on this side the changing perceived
images. The rational model does not have a hold on our transient world.

That is why there is a need for something that guarantees immutabil-
ity inside the heaven, where everything is changeable. How can I recog-
nise that an object is the same as yesterday, if everything is constantly
changing? I need a stable framework within which to understand insta-
bility, a framework that rational ideas beyond the heaven cannot give us.
Timaeus then introduces a ‘third kind’ of being; he calls it ‘the receptacle’,
‘the nurse of all generation’ (49a), ‘that in which things come into being’
(50d). He calls it chora, space, that which gives bodies a place.

Space is that something which always persists in a constantly changing
world and which, thanks to its permanence, allows us to bestow intelligibil-
ity, determinedness, and regulative unity upon our world. However — and
herein lies the paradox — the permanence of space is not the permanence
of rational, determined and rationally understandable paradigms. The per-
manence of space is the permanence of the indeterminate, of the ‘amorphous’
(the formless, 51a) which for this very reason may assume any visible form.
Indeterminacy gives stability to all the determinate shapes of our world.

Furthermore, space cannot be grasped in the same way as rational ideas.
Space is incomprehensible, it is that incomprehensible element which allows
us to understand everything that is under the heaven. Secondly, unlike
the bodies that surround us, space is neither visible nor touchable; again,
it is that imperceptible element which allows us to perceive bodies. How
can we grasp that which is incomprehensible and imperceptible then?
We grasp it by ‘bastard reasoning’, Timaeus says, because such is the rea-
soning that grasps that which is incomprehensible, keeping it as incom-
prehensible. And we understand it by perceiving it ‘without sensation,
as in a dream, says Timaeus (52b; see Agamben 2022, pp. 106-108). This
dreamy perception must be further clarified. I do not think Plato simply
means the perception we have in a dream, because, while we are dream-
ing, we really believe we are perceiving, and only when we are awake do
we understand that we were dreaming. However, there is another state,
one in which, while we are dreaming, i.e. in the dream (often in a bad dream),
we understand that — perhaps — it is just a dream. This is the paradoxical
dreaming perception of which Plato speaks. I feel that I am in a dream
while I am dreaming, but without being able to get out of the dream com-
pletely. This sensation is elusive, partly reassuring (it’s just a dream), partly
disturbing (is it really just a dream?). It is a sensation that, as long as Tam
in the dream, cannot be ultimately confirmed nor contradicted. It is per-
ceiving myself perceive; in it I perceive myself differently from how I per-
ceive objects and characters of the dream. This is the perception of space
‘without perception’. Plato does not spell it out, but this sensation of space
is at the same time the sensation of myself in space. The incomprehensi-
bility of space becomes the incomprehensibility of my own body in space.

One cannot imagine a greater gap between the mathematical-propor-
tional construction of the universe, on the one hand, and the incompre-
hensible indeterminacy as a condition of the universe, on the other. The
first was the philosophy of the heaven. And the second? This has to do,
as Timaeus says twice, with that which is ‘before the birth of the heaven’
(48b; 52d). This philosophy concerns that which is before the heaven. But
‘before’ in what sense, if the philosophy of the heaven was at the same
time the philosophy of time? Another paradox: the philosophy of space
is the philosophy of that which is before time.

At the beginning, I stated that every philosophy of nature is a philos-
ophy of architecture. Accordingly, the other philosophy of nature to be
found in the 7imaeus requires another philosophy of architecture. A phi-
losophy of architecture that focuses on space, on perceiving myself per-
ceive in space, on the incomprehensibility and imperceptibility of space.
Raphael’s Plato holding the Zimaeus in his hand refers us to two philoso-
phies: a philosophy of the heaven and a philosophy of that which is before the heaven.

It is up to the architect to hold them together.

Bibliography:
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