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Codifying the Cosmos: Cosmography and Orthodoxy in Twelfth-Century Europe 
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Director: Gabrielle Sutherland, Ph.D. 
 
 

The twelfth century marked a period of simultaneous political expansion and 
theological consolidation in Europe.  While secular lords, ecclesiastical prelates, and 
religious abbots sought to extend their spheres of influence, the legal, academic, and 
political traditions necessary to resolve the resultant disputes and conflicts likewise 
evolved.  In the process of broadening their influence, individuals often encountered 
resistance locally, due to varied and unsympathetic definitions of orthodoxy.  The lack of 
a universal system for defining orthodoxy hindered the establishment of an accepted 
ideological paradigm necessary to sustain broad authority on a local level.  Social 
struggles likewise permeated the famed academic contests of the twelfth century, in 
which the charismatic masters of diverse schools of thought battled over core tenets of 
theology.  Most notably, the schools at Laon and Rheims under the masters Anselm and 
Alberic advocated a rhetorical philosophical model, whereas the schools at Paris and 
Chartres under the masters Peter Abelard and William of Conches asserted a dialectical 
methodology.   During the course of the many councils where self-proclaimed defenders 
of orthodoxy achieved the censure of their intellectual rivals, an institutionalized system 
for defining orthodoxy and condemning heretics simultaneously developed. 
Consequently, the theological and philosophical disputes of the twelfth century cannot be 
separated from the political motivations of the individuals who guided them, and the 
increasingly systematic attempts to define orthodoxy correlated with a seemingly greater 
desire to incorporate disparate localities into a homogeneous sphere of influence.  The 
solidification of a definition of orthodoxy provided leaders with a sanctioned means of 
silencing politically dissident voices under the pretext of theological conflict. 
Accordingly, the focus of theological debate shifted to the process by which orthodoxy 
ought to be defined rather than the content itself.  In this struggle, opposing schools of 
thought competed to assert the philosophical model that would characterize orthodox 
thought.   Amidst this conflict, Bernard Silvestris’ dynamic work, the Cosmographia, 
presented the interaction of many of the politically and theologically volatile issues of his 
day within the context of a Creation account.  Aside from exploring pertinent theological 



 

 

issues, the Cosmographia asserted that the conflicts inherent to the formation of 
orthodoxy had direct precedent in the model of the cosmos itself.  Silvestris not only 
constructed a model of the physical universe, but also examined how this cosmological 
structure immediately influenced contemporary paradigms of authority and philosophy. 
Thus he transformed cosmography from a genre primarily concerned with the intricacies 
of natural science into a vehicle of ideological didactics. Following the Cosmographia, 
the many individuals and institutions seeking to solidify their political influence through 
orthodoxy, the papacy in particular, likewise adopted cosmological appeals as a means of 
legitimizing their claims to ideological authority.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Regionalism and Factionalism 
 

 
The clash of conflicting movements promoting secular, ecclesiastical, and 

religious ambitions portended the turbulence of the twelfth century in Europe.  Prior to 

the twelfth century monastic, ecclesiastical, academic, and legal reforms largely remained 

within their respective regions of origin.  However, due to increasing interaction during 

the twelfth century these regional movements began to react to one another in new and 

unique ways.  Moreover, as these movements began not only to come into contact, but 

also to clash with one another, they represented the conflicts that faced the individuals 

and families that championed them.  The complex nexus of relationships that bound the 

leaders of these movements and their families often led to conflict on a regional and local 

level.  As the interests of the aristocratic families supporting the various movements 

began to expand into regions beyond their sphere of influence, so too did the reach of the 

regional reforms in their custody.  The increasing overlap in adjacent and often mutually 

ambivalent spheres of influence, compelled families and institutions to cast their political 

nets more widely in order to establish a broader and more stable foundation for their 

power 

 
Power Structures in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries 

The majority of power rested within three distinct spheres during the eleventh and 

twelfth centuries: the secular sphere, the religious sphere, and the ecclesiastical sphere.  

The secular sphere consisted of political lords, who typically claimed power by virtue of 
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heredity and noble lineage and were members of neither the ecclesiastical hierarchy nor a 

religious order.  Popes, archbishops, bishops, and other prelates who filled roles within 

the Church bureaucracy comprised the ecclesiastical sphere.  The monastics who took the 

vows of a religious order formed the religious sphere.  These three spheres dominated the 

competition for power in the twelfth century.  Lastly, they are depicted as “spheres” 

because religious, ecclesiastical, and secular lords interacted with each other according to 

a variety of dynamics.  Power structures during this time were not linear, nor were they 

simply two dimensional in terms of horizontal and vertical power structures.  

Relationships between the spheres were constructed according to a variety of factors, 

including the pedigree, geography, and theology of the individuals involved. 

 Joseph Lynch aptly described the political landscape of the eleventh and twelfth 

century as the “calculus of social life in Christendom.”1  Depicting the political and social 

intercourse of the noble families of the time as “calculus” effectively draws attention to 

its inherent complexity and fluidity.   Furthermore, there existed no strict and widely 

acknowledged hierarchy of power, so the effective exercise of authority was never 

guaranteed by virtue of one’s own position.  Since no overarching and universally 

accepted hierarchy of authority had been established defining the roles and relationship of 

secular lords, ecclesiastical clerics, and religious leaders, they engaged each other as 

equals.  Each secular magistracy, ecclesiastical seat, and religious office functioned in 

                                                
1. Joseph H. Lynch.  “Hugh I of Cluny's Sponsorship of Henry IV: Its Context and 

Consequences.” Speculum  60, no. 4 (1985): 805.   

2.  Matilda of Tuscany’s defense of Gregory VII against Emperor Henry VI stands out as a 
preeminent example of a secular authority protecting an ecclesiastical official against the inroads of a rival 
secular authority, but it was by no means a unique occurrence.  Furthermore, the defense of Cluny’s 
monastic autonomy against its diocesan bishop by the papacy and the German monarchy represents the 
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constant tension with one another.  No sooner would a leader from one realm seek to 

subordinate the authority of another realm to his own, than the leader of the third realm 

would come to the latter’s defense.2  Thus, it served each family’s interest to place its 

own members in positions of authority in each sphere.  By fostering the success of its 

members in the secular, religious, and ecclesiastical spheres, a family better secured its 

own power. 

 Only with constant consideration of the greater goal of expanding the influence 

of one’s family and allies can the motivations of individual leaders during the eleventh 

and twelfth century be accurately derived.  While an individual can only inhabit one role, 

he or she can exercise power through means traditionally ascribed to different roles.  

Whereas a role can be defined as the distinct signifier of the authority of one’s office and 

the primary vehicle of one’s power, the actual exercise of power may not always fall 

within the purview of one’s role.  In turn, one’s role always determined the sphere he or 

she inhabited, but given the overlap between spheres based on familial, geographical, and 

institutional considerations, a person of any one role might be able to exercise authority 

in a different sphere than his own.  For example, abbots, inhabiting the role of a religious 

leader, often acted with the authority of a secular lord by engaging in the formation and 

                                                
2.  Matilda of Tuscany’s defense of Gregory VII against Emperor Henry VI stands out as a 

preeminent example of a secular authority protecting an ecclesiastical official against the inroads of a rival 
secular authority, but it was by no means a unique occurrence.  Furthermore, the defense of Cluny’s 
monastic autonomy against its diocesan bishop by the papacy and the German monarchy represents the 
protection of a religious institution by both an ecclesiastical and secular authority.  See, Demetrius B. 
Zema.  “The Houses of Tuscany and of Pierleone in the Crisis of Rome in the Eleventh Century.” Traditio 
2 (1944): 155-175; and, L. M. Smith.  “Cluny and Gregory VII.” The English Historical Review 26, no. 101 
(1911): 20-33.   
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maintenance of political alliances.  Abbot Hugh I of Cluny acted under the authority of an 

ecclesiastical cleric, although he inhabited the role of a religious abbot, when he 

sponsored the baptism of Henry IV.3  Lynch notes the “technically uncanonical” nature of 

Hugh’s sponsorship: such an action drew him into a spiritual and kindred relationship 

with Henry IV, regarded by contemporaries as spiritualis paternas and compaternas, 

which was rejected by religious due to tangential implications of “co-motherhood” and 

fornication.4  Nevertheless, Hugh followed through with the sponsorship, thereby 

ensuring the continuation of the long-standing political alliance between the German 

monarchy and Cluny for another generation.  Similarly, Matilda of Tuscany acted with 

the authority of an ecclesiastical leader when she ordered the sacred plate from St. 

Apollonius of Canossa and the abbey of Nonantula to be melted and sent to Rome to 

support Gregory VII’s defense against Henry IV in 1082.5  When faced with a similar 

circumstance, the Roman curia ruled that such an action directly violated canon law, 

which forbade the alienation of Church property.    Additionally, ecclesiastical clerics and 

even religious abbots were called upon by secular lords to supply men for war and even 

lead them into battle, a responsibility that appeared antithetical to their role to 

                                                
3. For an in-depth analysis of both Henry III and Hugh I’s motivations for Henry IV’s baptismal 

sponsorship, see Lynch, “Hugh I of Cluny's Sponsorship of Henry IV,” 800-826.     

4.  Also, by this period, there were secular clerics specifically charged with carrying out baptisms 
and burials, and, as such, this example also represents an overlap of Hugh’s religious role into an 
ecclesiastical aspect.  

5.  Zema, “The Houses of Tuscany and Pierleone,” 159-60. 
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contemporary critics.6  Thus, leaders during this period did not act solely within the 

defined boundaries of their respective roles, but often acted with the authority of another 

role, and sometimes even beyond the accepted limits of that role.  Subsequently, 

individuals often dynamically altered the perceived boundaries of a role to meet the needs 

of specific situations.  Likewise, this tendency further displays how individuals’ 

motivations for furthering their own authority and that of their allies often superseded any 

perceived obligation to act within the confines of the explicitly defined authority of one’s 

position, emphasizing that the interests of the individual could be superior to that of the 

institutional position they held.  Nevertheless, an individual’s motivation was often 

derived from the goals and needs of his or her family. 

  The significance of an individual’s actions cannot be ascribed solely to personal 

motivations.  Even though a person had the ability to define his “self” and his role 

through individual actions during this period, the foundation of one’s identity was still 

formed by one’s family.  Specific positions of authority were typically viewed as tangible 

conduits for the exercise of family power.  In recent years scholars have struck down the 

notion of a “monolithic” family unit structured around primogeniture.  Amy Livingstone 

summarized the concept of eleventh and twelfth-century family dynamics as the notion 

that “family mechanisms changed from generation to generation according to the 

                                                
6.  See Eads, Valerie, “Mighty in War: The Role of Matilda of Tuscany in the War between Pope 

Gregory VII and Emperor Henry IV.”  Doctoral Dissertation (City University of New York, 2000), 4.  for a 
description of a charter delineating the military contribution of German bishops and abbots to Henry IV’s 
war effort against Gregory VII. 
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family’s current concerns and access to power and property.”7  Additionally, she stressed 

the importance of “horizontal kinship” in which active participation of extended family 

members was an accepted and widespread practice.  Strictly patrilineal primogeniture 

was the exception rather than the rule.  During this period of ever-increasing inroads 

against the prerogatives of family units by monarchical as well as ecclesiastical 

ambitions, spreading the wealth of one’s family served as a greater safeguard than 

investing it completely into a singular figurehead.    

 By understanding this view of family based politics, the rising importance of the 

papacy can better be understood.  During the course of the late eleventh and twelfth 

centuries through the end of Innocent III’s pontificate in 1216, the papacy developed 

from a predominantly local office and a tool for political bargaining between the Roman 

aristocracy, into a universal power with a legitimized claim to widespread authority—

overruling that of even the most powerful secular lords.  One of the first and most 

important steps in freeing the papacy from the constant interference of secular lords was 

Pope Nicholas II’s bull, In Nomine Domini, issued at a Lenten synod in 1059.  In this 

decree, Nicholas ruled that the prerogative of selecting and electing papal candidates was 

reserved for cardinal-bishops alone.8  The desired outcome was two-fold: to decrease the 

ability of both the Roman aristocracy and German monarchy to interfere with papal 

elections and to reduce the role of these two parties to one of passive assent rather than 

                                                
7.  Amy Livingstone. “Kith and Kin: Kinship and Family Structure of the Nobility of Eleventh- 

and Twelfth- Century Blois-Chartres.” French Historical Studies 20, no. 3 (1997): 419-421.   

8. Geoffrey Barraclough. The Medieval Papacy  (New York: W.W. Norton, 1975), 79.   
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active selection.  While the decree did not completely remove the Roman or German 

aristocracy from the process of papal election, as they still were able to exert influence 

over the candidates chosen insofar as they were able to place their own adherents in the 

proper offices (i.e. cardinal-bishoprics), it nevertheless undermined the legitimacy of 

(anti)popes installed by military force.  For the previous century and a half, a Germanic 

army or Roman mob placed a candidate on the papal throne by force more often than the 

appropriate ecclesiastical assemblies elected a pope peacefully.9   

Although the electoral decree did not completely eliminate secular interference in 

papal elections, it did nevertheless provide a legal and canonical foundation for opposing 

“anti-popes”.  In the seemingly ever-present battle for legitimacy between two papal 

candidates, the candidate elected in accordance with the canon of 1059 was granted a 

certain degree of legitimacy by his ability to cite the extra-legal circumstances of the 

renegade pope’s election.10  The canon also provided an explicit check against the long 

line of “military” popes from the previous century, who had been effectively placed on 

the papal seat by force of arms or simony.  This small step laid the foundation for the 

eventual elevation of papal authority over secular authority. 

                                                
9.  Ibid, 63-77. 

10.  Nearly every pope from the tenth century to fourteenth century, with the notable exception of 
Innocent III, faced the opposition of an “anti-pope”, and this battle for legitimacy often monopolized the 
efforts and resources of both sides involved.  Nicholas II was opposed by Antipope Benedict X (1058); 
Alexander II was opposed by Antipope Honorius II (1061-1072); Gregory VII, Victor III, and Urban II 
were all opposed by Antipope Clement III (1080-1100); Paschal II was opposed by Antipope Sylvester IV 
(1105-1111); and every other pope between Paschal II’s death in 1118 through Celestine II’s election in 
1143 faced opposition from an antipope. 
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The role of the academic became increasingly important during the dispute over 

papal election.  During the eleventh century, the cathedral schools remained the focal 

point of education, and the ecclesiastical members of the church operated the schools.  As 

such, the majority of known academics from this period were ecclesiastics and bishops, 

and they primarily concerned themselves with canon law and jurisprudence.  Aside from 

the monastic and spiritual reform movements springing up in Lorraine and Burgundy, a 

separate academic and clerical movement developed at the cathedral school at Chartres in 

the early eleventh century.   

Consistent with the most pressing matters of his time, Bishop Fulbert of Chartres 

delved into the issue of simony and investiture during his tenure at the cathedral school at 

Chartres in the beginning of the eleventh century.11  Writing before Burchard of Worms’ 

Decretum, Fulbert had very few “formal” sources from which to draw canonical 

precedent, and he often cited the Theodosian Code and even the canons of the first 

Nicene council to support his reasoning.12  During his career, Fulbert vehemently 

advocated separation of the res ecclesiasticae and the secular sphere, specifically in 

regards to ecclesiastical elections.  Later in the eleventh century Bishop Ivo of Chartes 

                                                
11.  William Ziezulewicz, “The School of Chartres and Reform Influences before the Pontificate 

of Leo IX.”  The Catholic Historical Review 77, no. 3(1991): 383-402.    

12.  See Uta-Renate Blumenthal,  “The Papacy and Canon Law in the Eleventh-Century Reform.” 
The Catholic Historical Review 84, no. 2(1998): 201-218, for a discussion of the importance of Burchard’s 
Decretum (published c. 1022) in beginning the trend of compiling canon law into collection; this trend, of 
course, culminated in Gratian’s Decretum in the 1140s.  Furthermore, see Greta Austin.  “Jurisprudence in 
the Service of Pastoral Care: The Decretum of Burchard of Worms.” Speculum 79, no. 4(2004): 929-959, 
for a discussion of the greater methodology of canonists during the eleventh century.  Canonists tended to 
focus primarily on “formal” sources, which Austin lists as “other collections, penitentials, and florilegia” as 
opposed to “material” sources, which would be the original texts themselves.   
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would follow in Fulbert’s footsteps in asserting the Church’s independence from secular 

authorities, and with the aid of new collections such as Burchard’s Decretum he would 

begin to advocate the Church’s authority over secular powers.13  Fulbert’s work at the 

School of Chartres not only represents an example of an academic arguing for the 

legitimacy of an institution’s power, but his fame as a scholar also established Chartres as 

one of the preeminent schools; the school of Chartres would retain this designation for 

the remainder of the Middle Ages.   

 Nicholas’ electoral decree of 1059 also brought to light a unique aspect of the 

papal role.  No matter how the papal office attempted to separate itself from interloping 

secular lords, it was nevertheless inextricably bound to secular affairs.  To the families in 

conflict, representing regional and factional interests, the papacy was an extremely 

valuable position to hold.  The papal office was extremely flexible and malleable because 

it lay at the intersection of the secular, ecclesiastical, and religious spheres.  The strategic 

value and political capital of the papacy was incalculable because whoever occupied the 

role of the pontiff was able to act with a degree of legitimacy that no other contemporary 

role equaled.  Supported by the ecclesiastical rhetoric of the cathedral schools, which 

claimed that the pope was able to be judged by God alone, the papacy increasingly 

asserted and acted on claims to authority over ambivalent bishoprics and secular 

aristocrats.  Moreover, concessions of papal authority were not unprecedented in the 

secular sphere.  For centuries Roman emperors, Frankish kings, and Holy Roman 

                                                
13. Bruce Brasington.  “Crusader, Castration, Canon Law: Ivo of Chartres' Letter 135.”  The 

Catholic Historical Review 85, no. 3 (1998): 367-382.     
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emperors (appropriately styled rex romanorum) relied on the papacy to legitimize their 

authority.14  Although the papacy’s ability to exercise widespread power successfully 

depended largely on the reigning pope and his own personal sphere of influence, regional 

lords still recognized the importance of the office and the benefits that they could 

potentially reap from it.  For example, during the height of the Investiture Controversy, 

Henry IV did not seek to destroy the papacy, but rather put forth his own candidate 

seeking to fuse the authority of the papal throne with his own imperial power.   

Tracing the origins of the legitimacy of the papacy is difficult, because it does not 

directly correlate with the authority and power exercised by the popes themselves.  Even 

during periods of profound papal weakness, the legitimacy of the papal institution 

remained intact.  Demetrius Zema argues that the reverence and respect for the special 

role of the papacy was due to the fact that it “alone represented a long tradition of law 

and social unity.”15  In other words, the continuous and uninterrupted nature of the papal 

institution served as the foundation for its legitimacy.  The papacy, a direct vestige of the 

ordo Romanus, represented the Roman paradigm of government that everywhere else had 

faded.   Unlike the princely institutions of regional aristocracies, whose legitimacy was 

directly contingent upon a claimant’s ability to enforce his authority, the legitimacy of the 

papal office was largely separate from the individual popes.  The institution was greater 

                                                
14. See, George Mousourakis.  The Historical and Institutional Context of Roman Law 

(Burlington, VT: Ashgate/Dartmouth, 2001), 331, for a description of how Roman emperors in both the 
East and West claimed to reign Deo auctore, especially after the Edict of Thessalonica in 380 C.E.  See 
also, Lynch, 816, regarding the insistence of Carolingian kings that their sons be baptized by the pope. 

15. Zema, 155. 
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than the individual, a distinct characteristic of traditional Roman government, and this 

contributed to the nearly sacrosanct reverence with which the papacy was regarded.  

Although rivals viewed the pope as merely another lord with whom they were forced to 

contend for influence (which is not untrue, given the factional basis of papal politics), the 

institution itself was respected, and, in many ways, inviolable.  It served the interest of 

every family vying for the papal seat to not undermine the authority of the institution, 

because they would in turn create a disadvantage for themselves, should they ever be able 

to place one of their own as pope.  Thus, the conflicts between the papacy and its 

opponents during the eleventh and twelfth century were characterized by a constant 

tension between discrediting the authority of individual popes while acknowledging the 

legitimacy of the institution.  Likewise, these conflicts rarely centered on the role and 

legitimacy of the papacy, but rather focused on the aspects under which individual popes 

exercised authority. 

Given this paradigm defining the foundations and motivations of the struggle for 

power, authority, and influence between rival families, the actual vehicles through which 

they waged this war and the greater spoils at stake can be better understood.  Ultimately, 

each contender sought the power of ideology as well as the authority conferred upon the 

one who wielded it.  The power of ideology was manifest in the authority to define the 

appropriate means through which truth was perceived, conveyed, and enforced.  

Moreover, orthodoxy was one of the primary constructs through which leaders from 

various spheres staked their claim to ideological authority.  Orthodoxy lay at the 

intersection of belief and practice and represented the confluence of divine truth with 
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human understanding.  The ability to both define and enforce orthodoxy conferred 

significant ideological authority on the one who wielded it.   

The academic institution and the cathedral schools helped define the boundaries 

and framework of orthodoxy and ideology. In particular, the cosmographer, who wrote 

about the composition, models, and mechanisms of the universe supported the structures 

of orthodoxy and ideology.  One cosmographer of particular importance during the 

twelfth century was Bernard Silvestris, the master of the cathedral school of Tours in the 

1130’s.  His cosmographical work, the Cosmographia, appealed to the way in which the 

structure of the cosmos dictated the models according to which orthodoxy and ideology 

ought to be defined.  Appealing to the supreme authority of God, the cosmographer was 

largely unassailable by standard legal or academic means, for opposition to a proposed 

cosmology required calling into question the very nature of God and truth, and not many 

people of the day carried both the necessary legal and academic clout to  mount such an 

assault effectively.  Each conflict of the twelfth century contributed to the greater struggle 

for power over ideology, and this clash served as the nexus of interaction between the 

various roles and aspects of the time.  The interaction between individuals over this issue 

brought every role and aspect into constant tension with one another, and the result of 

each occurrence affected the families and institutions involved as a whole. 

The rise of the papacy from a local extension of aristocratic power to a universally 

influential power can be traced through these institutions.  In its struggle to bolster and 

maintain its authority, the papacy engaged its opponents in the familiar academic, legal, 

and religious arenas of the day.  The path of papal ascension can be divided into three 
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thematically distinct, yet chronologically vague periods:  the struggle for institutional 

autonomy, the compilation and exercise of universal orthodoxy, and the codification of 

precedent in a supreme assertion of a new papal ideology.   Precise dating for these 

periods remains elastic, as they were characterized not by singular events, but trends.  

Although critical junctures and turning points can be identified, absolute dividing points 

cannot be definitively selected.  The dating for these periods will be delineated as 

follows: from the beginnings of the tenth century monastic movements through the 

1140’s, from the 1140’s through 1198, and the duration of Innocent III’s reign from 1198 

through Lateran IV in 1215. 

 

The Reform Movements 
 
 No singular “Reform Movement” existed in the tenth and eleventh centuries. 

Instead, a variety of regionally based initiatives developed largely independent of one 

another.  Scholars have long since discredited the hypothesis that there was a single 

unified Reform Movement to which each individual movement in turn contributed.16  

Two distinct monastic reform movements emerged in the tenth century: one at Cluny and 

one in Upper Lorraine.  During the early and mid-eleventh century, the cardinals at Rome 

began to feel the reverberations of these movements and develop their own reform 

                                                
16.  Barraclough, 64-65 vaguely discusses the existence of different movements in Burgundy and 

Lorraine.  See also, Smith, 32, which notes the originality of the Gregorian reform, pointing out that there is 
little evidence to support a direct tie to the Cluniac movement; and, Warren Sanderson. “Monastic Reform 
in Lorraine and the Architecture of the Outer Crypt, 950-1100.” Transactions of the American 
Philosophical Society 61, no. 6 (1971): 3-5, for a brief description of the differences between the Cluniac 
movement in Burgundy and the Gorze-Trier reform in Lorraine.   
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programs.  Thus, “the Reform Movement” might better be described as a series of reform 

movements that never entirely coalesced into a singular and universal initiative.  For the 

most part, these different reforms were regionally based, propelled and cultivated by local 

lords, and primarily concerned with defining the roles and responsibilities of secular and 

religious leaders on a proximal rather than wide-reaching basis.  Pope Leo IX along with 

Humbert, Cardinal of Silva-Candida, brought the spirit of reform across the Alps to 

Rome.  Gregory VII would build upon the precedents of Leo IX as he established his own 

brand of reform attempting to enact local reform on a universal level, and, as will be 

shown, Gregory’s reform accentuated regional differences and conflicts more than it 

alleviated them.  His reform, rather than uniting the Church under a single movement, 

compelled local leaders, both secular and sacred to oppose him under the banner of local 

prerogative. 

 Two of the defining movements of this period began in the regions of Lorraine 

and Burgundy in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries.  These early initiatives 

focused on reforming the monastic life-style and orbited around newly-established 

“reform” monasteries such as those at Cluny and Gorze.17  These initial movements 

enjoyed friendly relationships with the secular lords and were even protected and 

cultivated into maturity by monarchs such as Robert the Pious in France and Henry II in 

Germany.18    Thus, the primary opposition to the early reform movement did not arise 

                                                
17.  Barraclough, 65.  

18.  Ibid.  
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among secular lords, but within the ancient Benedictine houses that were being shorn of 

their wealthy excesses by local aristocrats under the pretext of expelling corruption.   

 The movements of Burgundy and Lorraine focused on moral reform as a means of 

bringing monasteries back into accordance with the original tenets of the Benedictine 

Rule, but the Gregorian reform took a decisively political turn.19  As stated by 

Barraclough:  

When the spirit of reform penetrated to Rome, and came into contact with an 
Italian and Mediterranean environment, it was imperceptibly altered.  For the 
Romans who joined the reformers the first consideration was not moral 
rejuvenation, but the reinforcement of papal authority.20 

 
The reason for this shift in momentum was manifold, but the crux lay in the cultural 

differences between the two geographic regions.21  In the Trans-Alpine regions of the 

preceding reform movements, the authority and influence of the papacy was seldom felt 

and largely ineffectual because the papacy had not yet established itself as a viable 

universal authority.  First, the popes during this period rarely traveled beyond the Italian 

peninsula except to occasionally arbitrate doctrinal disputes.22  Moreover, there existed 

no unifying notion of the Church as a singular body united under the authority of the 

pope.  Instead, the proprietary-church system was already well established, and individual 

churches operated under the authority of the families that founded and “owned” them.23  

                                                
19.  Sanderson, 3.  

20. Barraclough, 75 

21. Ibid. 

22. Ibid, 74.  

23. Zema, 155-6.  
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As such, it is no surprise that the reform movements in Burgundy and Lorraine centered 

on the monasteries and were morally driven.  The authority of monasteries was already 

well established, for they were most often established as well as openly owned and 

operated by local aristocratic families.  Families regularly “deposited” their wealth into 

the monasteries that they operated by means of donatii, which primarily consisted of 

land.  By placing their land under the institutional authority of a monastery, families 

effectively protected it from seizure by either rival secular or ecclesiastical lords.  With 

this wealth the monasteries became extremely powerful, both by their material means of 

exercising power and their relative institutional inviolability.  Cluny was a prime example 

of this practice.  Its founder, Duke William I of Aquitaine, specifically founded Cluny for 

the eternal safeguard of his soul, and although he proclaimed that the monastery was to 

be independent from the local lords and subject only to the authority of the pope, he 

nevertheless took the liberty of appointing its first abbot.24  Thus the Burgundian reform 

movement did not seek to undermine the established authority of the monasteries, but 

rather desired to reform the methods of their operation so that they appeared to operate in 

concordance with the tenets of the Benedictine Code.  In this way, the reforms sought to 

bolster the monasteries’ moral credibility, and implicitly, the authority of their 

aristocratic benefactors.  Furthermore, this shows how the secular leaders often acted 

beyond their role under the authority of a religious leader in order to further the interests 

of their family.   

                                                
24. The Foundation Charter of Cluny, Patrick J. Geary, ed.  Readings in Medieval History, vol. 1 

(University of Toronto Press, 2010:323-5). 
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On the other hand, the Gregorian Reform evolved out of the distinctively different 

landscape of Italian and Roman politics.  During this period, the papacy was a tool and a 

political arm of both the aristocratic families in Rome, who used it as leverage in their 

perennial struggle for supremacy over one another, as well as of the German kings who 

desired imperial coronation.25  When Hildebrand, a native Tuscan of humble lineage, 

ascended to the papacy as Gregory VII he clearly displayed his determination to extricate 

the papacy from the influence of the Roman and German aristocracies.  Furthermore, he 

desired not only to achieve political independence for the papacy, but also to elevate the 

papacy to a position of authority over secular lords.  His overtly political agenda became 

evident in the ensuing Investiture Controversy that developed into the focal point of what 

came to be called the Gregorian Reform.  Gregory’s obsession with thwarting the 

prerogative of investiture, thereby subordinating the role of a monarch in Christendom to 

that of the pope, departed from the tenets of the more conservative members of the first 

generation of Italian reformers such as St. Peter Damian of Ostia, who believed that the 

cooperation and support of monarchs was essential for the success of any reform.26  

Rather, Gregory tended towards the schismatic view of more extreme curial reformers, 

such as Cardinal Humbert of Silva-Candida, who envisioned Henry III burning in the 

flames of Hell for his simoniacal dealings.27  Furthermore, the Gregorian program relied 

                                                
25. George Williams. Papal Genealogy: The Families and Descendants of the Popes. (Jefferson, 

N.C.: McFarland, 2004), 24.  

26. Barraclough, 77. 

27. Smith, 33  
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on undermining and destroying, rather than redefining aristocratic prerogatives, and thus 

thrust Gregory VII and his movement into direct opposition with the German monarchy 

and rival aristocrats.         

Animosity quickly grew between Gregory VII and Emperor Henry IV, as is 

evident in the polemics exchanged between the two parties.  Emperor Henry IV famously 

addressed Gregory VII as “Hildebrand, no longer pope, but false monk,” completely 

denying Hildebrand the privilege of either the pontifical title or his papal name, Gregory 

in turn responded by describing himself as a “good shepherd” defending his flocks 

against “the ravening wolves that seek to attack them.”28  In his famous tract the Dictatud 

Papae, Gregory VII asserted his own papal prerogatives, namely, the ability to judge and 

depose emperors.29  Ironically, despite his staunch opposition to the aristocratic privilege 

of investiture, the relative success of Gregory’s movement depended largely on the 

support of the secular ruler, Matilda of Canossa. 

  Discerning the circumstances that brought Matilda into an alliance with Gregory 

requires an analysis of the complex political undercurrents that flowed between the 

various reform movements.  Each movement was simultaneously regionally and 

factionally motivated, and although the reforms were morally sympathetic, they were 

                                                
28. Ephraim Emerton. The Correspondence of Pope Gregory VII: Selected Letters from the 

Registrum. (New York: Columbia University Press,1990), 139. See also: Ian Stuart Robinson. Authority 
and Resistance in the Investiture Contest: The Polemical Literature of the Late Eleventh Century. 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press. 1971); Hermannus.  Eleventh-Century Germany: The Swabian 
Chronicles. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2008); and, Maureen Miller. Power and the Holy in 
the Age of the Investiture Conflict a Brief History with Documents. (Princeton, N.J, 2006): 83-89. 

29. Barraclough, 85.  See also: Miller, 81-82.  Although the Dictatus Papae was never published 
beyond the papal register, it nevertheless illustrates Gregory’s view of Papal-Imperial relations. 
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nevertheless politically incompatible.  The Gorze-Trier movement in Lorraine had 

enjoyed the support of the Ottonian emperors through Henry II, but when the Salian 

dynasty seized the imperial throne, the subsequent political resistance in Lorraine caused 

the reform monasteries to fall out of imperial favor.30  Insofar as Gorze and its respective 

reform movement faced decline due to its geography, Cluny on the other hand, benefited 

greatly from its marginal physical location.  Lying in Burgundy, a desirable region, Cluny 

enjoyed the autonomy granted in its charter, and operated with little interference.  This 

allowed Cluny to engage externally in political, spiritual, and economic exchanges with 

the reigning German dynasty without suffering the same consequences that Gorze faced 

due to the imperial shift of power.31  When the conflict between Gregory VII and Henry 

IV turned to force, the relationship between Cluny and the Imperial family had long been 

a codified reality, as displayed by Abbot Hugh I’s baptismal sponsorship of Henry IV.32  

Furthermore, not only were the abbots of Cluny supportive of the German monarchy, but 

they were likewise ambivalent towards the papacy.  They often openly supported the 

schismatic popes installed by the emperors as opposed to the duly and canonically elected 

pontiff.33  Such a position benefited Cluny and bolstered its authority: by supporting a 

                                                
30. Sanderson, 3-5.  

31. Smith, 20.  

32. Lynch, 805.  The act of baptismal sponsorship was as much a political pact as it was a spiritual 
bond, and the fact that Abbot Hugh I of Cluny accepted the invitation to sponsor Henry IV’s baptism, even 
though he was not a subject to the imperial family is significant, because it established both a horizontal 
relationship between the institutions of Cluny and the Holy Roman Empire and a vertical relationship 
between the persons of Hugh and Henry—in many ways, Hugh was Henry’s political superior.  

33. Smith, 23-25.  
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pope controlled by its German ally, as opposed to a Roman reform pope that was 

increasingly seeking to exert his influence in universal affairs, Cluny faced a significantly 

decreased risk of a pope capitalizing on the diocesan authority granted over Cluny in its 

charter.   

In this way, the politics behind Matilda’s support for Gregory become clear.  She 

inherited political animosity towards Henry IV from her father, Godfrey of Lorraine, who 

was openly rebellious towards the new Salian dynasty.34  Furthermore, her Tuscan lands 

were positioned directly in Henry’s war-path to Rome, compelling her to come to the 

defense of Gregory, lest Henry be able to march through her domain unopposed.  

Altogether, it can be concluded that her motivations were largely political and not 

entirely as pious as depicted by her contemporaries.  She was a regional lord seeking to 

defend her sphere of influence from intrusion by her family’s traditional enemy, and both 

the cause of the Gregorian reform and the personage of the pope himself were vital pieces 

of collateral in justifying and legitimizing her resistance to Henry I. 

Overall, Gregory VII’s reform movement bore few fruits. Not only did he 

exacerbate the tension between the papacy and the German aristocracy, but he also 

intensified the conflict between the papacy and the Roman aristocracy, as well as 

between the Roman, papal centered, church and the French, monastically-centered, 

church.  Gregory lost more supporters than he acquired, and gained more enemies than he 

pacified; he left the papacy in a more independent yet subsequently more scrutinized and 

                                                
34. Zema, 157-8.  
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tenuous position than he had inherited it.  For almost forty years after Gregory VII’s 

death, successive popes were forced to disentangle the Church from the Investiture 

Controversy while simultaneously seeking to recover and maintain the moral momentum 

of the reform movements.  Contrarily, the Gregorian Reform Movement illustrates how 

the factions tended to use institutional interests as a pretext for bolstering one’s power 

and authority. 

 
The End of the Investiture Controversy 

 
 Although the Concordat of Worms in 1122 largely heralded the twilight of the 

Gregorian Reform insofar as it brought about an agreement between the German Emperor 

and the Papacy, it ought not be regarded as a papal victory.  P. W. Browne provides an 

accurate insight into the purpose of the Concordat of Worms when he identifies it as the 

establishment of an “ecclesiastical-politico modus Vivendi,” a via media for compromise 

between the emperor and the pope.35  Browne portrays the Concordat of Worms as it was 

viewed by its contemporaries: as a compromise; neither a victory for the papacy nor a 

concession from the German empire.  The Concordat was built upon the political 

undercurrents of the papacy at the time, and just as the pope whose legacy it resolved, it 

in turn served to intensify and deepen rather than resolve political and regional 

factionalism within the papacy and Church at large.   

                                                
35. P. W. Brown, “The Pactum Callixtinum: An Innovation in Papal Diplomacy.” The Catholic 

Historical Review 8, No. 2 (1991): 180-190.   
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 Following Gregory VII, a fresh series of Trans-Alpine popes steered the papacy 

through the tempest he had created, and the responsibility fell to them to “liquidate the 

consequences of Gregory’s intemperate policies.”36  Despite these popes’ aversion to 

Gregory’s brash methodology, they were nevertheless sympathetic to his intention of 

establishing the primacy of the papacy.  Coincidentally, historians generally regard the 

three primary popes between Gregory VII and the Concordat of Worms—Urban II (1088-

1099), Paschal II (1099-1118), and Callistus II (1119-1124)—as “ardent Gregorians,” but 

the reasoning behind this label bears further examination.37  Considering the polar 

differences between Gregory’s papal-centered reform and the monastically-centered 

reforms of Burgundy and Lorraine, it seems unlikely that the popes succeeding Gregory 

VII would have been “ardent” supporters of his program, or that they would have eagerly 

furthered his program with the sincere intention of fulfilling its original purpose, 

especially given the disastrous consequences of Gregory’s reform that they were forced 

to remedy.  Simply labeling them as “Gregorians” proves to be insufficient, as it fails to 

consider whether they were Gregorian by choice and devotion or, rather, by 

circumstance.  Consequently, the possibility that the reform popes following Gregory 

perceived the fulfillment of the Gregorian reform as a means, the conclusion of which 

would allow them to implement their own program, rather than an end in itself, must be 

considered.  Urban II’s papacy, perhaps more so than the others, displays the ways in 

                                                
36. Barraclough, 90. 

37. Ibid, 90-91.  See also: Stanley A. Chodorow.  “Ecclesiastical Politics and the Ending of the 
Investiture Contest: The Papal Election of 1119 and the Negotiations of Mouzon.” Speculum 46, no. 4 
(1971): 613-640.   
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which these popes sought to elevate the position of the papacy while avoiding the 

pretenses and political pitfalls of the Gregorian campaign.   

When Urban II established the prerogative of calling the European powers to 

crusade under a single holy banner, he subtly and deftly maneuvered the papacy into an 

advantageous position of proto-universal authority.  Although the call for Urban’s 

crusade was almost exclusively answered by local lords from Lorraine and the vicinities 

of the Île-de-France, its primary importance rested not in its immediate effects, but in the 

precedent it established.38  Urban’s success can largely be attributed to his avoidance of 

Gregory’s bombastic and controversial tactics.  Instead, he followed the pattern of the 

Burgundian reform movement and adopted a moralistic rather than overtly political tone.  

He utilized the rhetoric of identifying a single and universally shared enemy in the East, 

noting how it was the pious duty of every Christian to join the fight under the banner of 

Christ.  That the guiding authority of the crusade was to be Christ’s Church, and the 

papacy in particular, was a subtle implication. Urban emphasized the role of God rather 

than his own, claiming “God wills it”.39  He admonished the secular lords to take up the 

crusader’s cross as an act of obedience to God, not the papacy; however, when the 

crusaders swore their oaths, they tacitly accepted the pope’s authority over the crusades 

                                                
38. Thomas Maddin. The New Concise History of the Crusades. (Lanham Md.: Rowman & 

Littlefield, 2005): 7-8=9. 

39. Dana C. Munro. “Urban and the Crusaders.” In Translations and Reprints from the Original 
Sources of European History (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 1:5-8.  
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bearing.40  The creation of the First Crusade exemplified Urban’s precise and calculated 

political acumen that so distinguished him from Gregory VII.  He secured a vital foothold 

of authority over secular lords by appealing to the virtue of his position and his pontifical 

prerogative to interpret the will of God, thus portraying himself as a moral and religious 

mediator between the lords and God.   

  None of the pontificates following Gregory VII fully echoed his anti-

monarchical sentiments.  Rather than seeking to overtly subjugate secular powers to the 

authority of the papacy, these popes took a more moderate approach by attempting to 

come to an agreement with the German monarchy.  Many of these popes were joined to 

the German monarchy through varying degrees of kinship, thus concord and 

reconciliation were the desirable goals.  Callistus II stands out as the foremost example of 

the papacy’s willingness to compromise with the German monarchy.  Callistus ascended 

to the papacy from the already prominent position of Archbishop of Vienne, and from his 

seat in Vienne Callistus had been an ardent supporter of the Cluniac reform movement as 

well as an ardent anti-imperialist.41  His unique adherence to the tenets of these two 

seemingly opposed movements can be attributed to his geographic location.  Vienne, 

situated near Lyon in Burgundy, was situated on a vital crossroads between the Italian 

peninsula and continental Europe.  By virtue of this location, Callistus II, then called Guy 
                                                

40.  See Madden: popes that called and oversaw the various crusades exercised a great deal of 
authority over them, from deciding the date and place of departure, to sending legates with apostolic 
authority to guiding the crusade in its course.  Sometimes, however, the popes lost control of their 
crusaders, and such a disgrace greatly marred the dignity of the pope and called to question the legitimacy 
of the crusading ideal (e.g. Innocent III’s increasing lack of control over the Fourth Crusade, which he 
eventually excommunicated for its disobedience). 

41. Chodorow, 616.  
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of Vienne, thrived as a reformist because of his close proximity to the movement’s 

epicenter at Cluny.  On the other hand, because of his nearness to the larger power of the 

German monarchy, the constant threat of political and physical interference from German 

kings loomed over him, leading him to sympathize with the Gregorian cause.       

Callistus’ position as an anti-imperialist can hardly be over-emphasized, and his 

vehement opposition to imperial power as Archbishop of Vienne renders his compromise 

with Henry V at Worms in 1122 even more striking.  When Pope Paschal II compromised 

with Henry V in 1111 and conceded the right of Investiture to the king, Guy of Vienne 

acted swiftly and decisively.  In October of 1111, he convoked a council in his See at 

Vienne where he excommunicated Henry V and then sent a letter to Paschal II essentially 

ordering him to sanction the sentence with the threat of withdrawing his obedience 

should the pope not comply.  Guy’s excommunication of Henry V exceeded even the 

sentence of the Papal Curia, who, in a synod convened at Rome in April of 1112, merely 

denounced the actions of Henry V without resorting to excommunication.42  Such steely 

resolve would serve Guy well when he emerged as one of the primary candidates in the 

1119 papal election.  Furthermore, his actions demonstrated how the power of a given 

position was largely contingent on the ability of the individual to wield and define it.  

Theoretically, as an archbishop he fell below the pope in the ecclesiastical hierarchy, but 

his personal clout and ability to exercise authority successfully, even over the pontiff, 
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revealed how the supremacy of the papacy as an institution had not yet become 

universally accepted. 

Guy’s election by the curia as Pope Callistus II owed much to his well-established 

anti-imperial position.  The curia, dominated by the scions of aristocratic Roman families 

such as the formidable Petrus Pierleone43 and wearied by the weakness of Paschal II’s 

reign, had great faith in Guy’s ability to at last bring a favorable end to the conflict with 

Henry V. The curia selected Guy because he “reflected the hardened attitude of the curia 

toward the emperor and the issues of the Investiture Contest,” and unlike his predecessor, 

“he would not be coerced […] he would stand up to the emperor’s threat of force.”44  

Having invested their hope in Guy’s firm anti-imperialism, it is no surprise that the 

Roman nobility opposed Callistus when he presented the Concordat at the First Lateran 

Council in 1123.  As the agreement was read, Petrus Pierleoni and his faction rose in 

opposition; Callistus’s willingness to negotiate and compromise with Henry V 

represented nothing short of betrayal to the Roman aristocracy.  This grievance would be 

added to an ever-growing catalogue of conflicts between the papacy and the Roman lords 

that fueled the perennial power struggle between these two particular parties. 

Moderate success can be ascribed to the Concordat of Worms in that it effectively 

lay to rest the ghost of Gregory’s legacy.  The German monarchy’s antagonistic role in 

                                                
43.  Zema, 167-175. The Piereleone family was the most sympathetic with the Gregorian program, 

most likely by financial ties.  Whereas Matilda had been Gregory’s primary supporter against the Holy 
Roman emperor, the Pierleone family had been his primary advocate against the Roman aristocracy.  It was 
through donatii provided by the Pierleone and utilization of strategic fortifications within Rome that 
Gregory VII and subsequent popes were able to maintain some foothold within the city. 

44. Chodorow, 618. 
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papal politics had temporarily diminished, and both parties withdrew to their respective 

spheres, adhering to the tenuous peace established by the Concordat.   The Roman and 

Italian families, on the other hand, benefited very little from this agreement.  The 

fledgling Italian communes, seeking to cast off the vestiges of centuries of Lombard and 

German control, were beginning to establish their own distinct identities and assert their 

own claims to autonomy and sovereignty.45  A decisive papal victory in the Investiture 

Controversy would have aided them in their quest to establish and justify their asserted 

privilege to de jure self-governance. The compromise at Worms effected very little 

change in this regard, as the communes continued to face the constant inroads of German 

lords claiming and asserting their authority.   

The Concordat of Worms served as a conduit for the concrete manifestation of the 

previously theoretical conflict between the regional views of the papacy.  The lines in the 

sand were now clearly drawn, and factionalism within the Church was now directly and 

inextricably linked with regional identity.  The primary conflict that centered on the 

papacy no longer focused on the external dangers of a secular lord, but on the internal 

divisions of various factions.  This new struggle for control of the papacy, which 

stemmed directly from the effects of the Concordat of Worms, would lead to the schism 

of the 1130’s, as well as largely shape the next generation of reformists.  Furthermore, the 

subsequent academic and canonical conflicts between the influential figures of the early 

                                                
45. One of the ways in which the Italian communes established their autonomy from foreign 

sovereignty was through an increasingly localized system of justice.  Civil and criminal disputes were often 
resolved on the spot by the parties involved without a designated arbiter.  Chris Wickham, Community and 
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twelfth century would begin to define a unified and widely-applicable system of 

orthodoxy.  Because of the actions of Gregory VII and his successors, the papacy not 

only established the foundation for its own institutional sovereignty, but also began to 

attempt to assert and consolidate its power on an unprecedentedly universal level.  

Ultimately, this trend of centralization within the Church would form another vital 

component of the papacy’s eventual rise to ideological supremacy under Innocent III.    
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Cathedral Schools, Church Councils, and the Formation of Orthodoxy 
 
 

The Schism of the 1130’s 
 
 Following the Concordat of Worms in 1122, the divisions between the families 

and factions at the papal court intensified.  Prior to Callistus’ pontificate, reformist 

factions already disagreed over ideologies of papal and imperial relations, with one 

faction asserting an equal and horizontal relationship between the two, and another 

arguing for a vertical construct of supreme papal authority.  The French reformers from 

Cluny and the areas surrounding the Île-de-France considered the concordat a success, 

because it temporarily relieved the papacy of one of its primary political antagonists.   On 

the other hand, the Roman city factions, most notably the Pierleone family, viewed it as a 

political failure on an institutional level, as well as outright betrayal of those who had 

supported the pope in Rome.  The Pierleone family and other noble members of the 

Roman Curia relied on Guy of Vienne’s strong reformist record when they elected him as 

Pope Callistus II in 1119, only to be disappointed by his apparent desire to negotiate and 

then compromise with the Salian dynasty.  The Concordat of Worms deepened and 

accentuated the irreparable division of interests between these two factions, which both 

sought the papal throne for themselves, and this conflict culminated in the double-

election of 1130. 

 Following the death of Honorius II in 1130, the Curia immediately split as the two 

factions began to promote their own candidate as pope.  One faction led by Chancellor 

Haimeric, elected Cardinal-Deacon Gregory of St. Angelus as Innocent II, and the other 
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elected Petrus Pierleone as Anacletus II.1  Innocent II had been appointed as Cardinal-

Deacon by Callistus II, representing the party of the French reformers, and Petrus 

Pierleone became Anacletus II, representing his own family’s as well as his allies’ 

interests in Rome.  Immediately after the double election, the schism appeared to be 

based more upon faction rather than region.   Although the curial faction that supported 

Innocent II furthered the legacy of the original French reformers, they were nevertheless 

distinctively Italian by this point.   The reform movements in France had since progressed 

into a new generation, which had its new distinct leaders as well as its own conflicts with 

the papacy and the curia.  The renewed movement in France, led primarily by the abbots 

Bernard of Clairvaux from Cîteaux, Peter the Venerable from Cluny, and Suger from St. 

Denis, placed an even greater emphasis on spirituality, and viewed the legitimacy of 

prelates as contingent upon morality.   Consequentially, it held the curia in a negative 

light, perceiving it as too worldly.  Thus, the schism stemmed from factional differences 

within the Italian based curia; the second generation reform movement in France would 

influence the course of the schism, but it did not contribute to the schism’s inception.  

Two of the most powerful Roman families of the time, the Frangipani and the 

Pierleone supported opposing candidates, highlighting the ubiquitous family rivalries that 

dominated Roman politics.  With the support of the Frangipani, Innocent II enjoyed 

access to many of the papal holdings in Rome, east of the Tiber, whereas Anacletus II 

and the Pierleone faction occupied the Leonine City and the Roman city blocks eest of 
                                                

1.  See Herbert Bloch.  “The Schism of Anacletus II and the Glanfeuil Forgeries of Peter the 
Deacon of Monte Cassino.” Traditio 8 (1952): 159-264; Robert Somerville.  “The Council of Pisa, 1135: A 
Re-Examination of the Evidence for the Canons.” Speculum 45, no. 1(1970): 98-114.. 
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the Tiber.2  This foothold in Rome along with the support of formidable individuals in 

France, including Bernard of Clairvaux, suggested a quick victory over Anacletus for the 

party of Innocent.  However, the defection of the Frangipani to Anacletus’ camp, and the 

expulsion of Innocent II and his supporters from Rome locked the two rival popes in a 

stalemate.  The schism that had previously represented curial divisions would now 

develop into an interregional conflict.  Whereas either candidate originally enjoyed 

support from parties both within Rome and from the surrounding regions, this schism was 

one of the rare examples of the rival Roman families uniting under the banner of a single 

candidate.   

 The schismatic papal election of 1130 elevated the deeply rooted regional and 

factional tensions that had plagued the Papal Court and the Church for nearly a century to 

an increasingly inter-regional stage.  The confluence of these struggles directly resulted 

in the conflict of many distinct yet interwoven institutions: ecclesiastical and secular 

governments and academic and religious institutions would all collide on a local as well 

as increasingly broad scale.  The force of these collisions would temper the personalities 

of the many influential and charismatic individuals who shaped this period.  In turn these 

figures would emerge as the formative leaders for the new generation of reformers in 

France.  From among these, although Peter the Venerable of Cluny and Suger of St. 

Denis largely adhered to the programs of their predecessors, Bernard of Clairvaux 

developed his own unique platform that denounced both the material excesses of Cluny 
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and the political excesses of the Gregorian Reform.3  Furthermore, these three leaders 

formed the core of a conservative group of academics that staunchly opposed the 

innovations in philosophy and theology that took hold during the early and mid-twelfth 

century.  Whereas many scholars began to subscribe to Classical humanism look and 

beyond exclusively Christian texts in search of truth, Bernard of Clairvaux and his allies 

stood steadfast by the traditional and established methods of learning and teaching. 

 Since the influence and authority of both the German monarchy and the papacy 

waned during this period, influential individuals directly guided affairs on an inter-

regional level to a greater degree than they had for the past century.  The power of 

institutions temporarily declined during this period, and ambitious individuals filled the 

subsequent vacuum.  For example, although Bernard of Clairvaux wielded considerable 

authority as a Cistercian abbot, his position within a religious order nevertheless 

prohibited him from overtly claiming secular authority.  How was it then, that he 

ascended to a level of such great influence that many historians refer to this period as the 

“Bernardine Interlude”?4  Bernard had amassed for himself a great deal of clout as a 

monastic reformer by criticizing the worldly nature of Cluniac and Gregorian reformists 

and emphasizing the spirituality of his own “monastic-asceticism.”5  Because of his 

strong position as a spiritual leader, he was able to influence and virtually dominate many 
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History of Ideas 21, no. 3 (1960): 321-348.    
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of the popes during his lifetime, beginning with Innocent II.6  By fortifying the power 

inherent to his role as a religious leader, he was subsequently able to act under the 

authority of both the ecclesiastical and secular spheres to an increasingly greater degree.  

Secular and ecclesiastical leaders both feared and admired Bernard’s moral tenacity, and 

subsequently they granted him considerable sway in directing their own affairs. 

By this point, the papacy had asserted itself as the supreme judge for many years: 

able to judge all, but permitted to be judged by none but God. Drawing from St. Peter 

Damian, Bernard of Clairvaux argued that this inviolability was contingent upon a moral, 

pure, and ascetic life.7  Thus, the papacy derived its legitimacy directly from its moral 

character, and in promoting Innocent II, Bernard asserted that his virtue far surpassed 

Anacletus II’s.  Due to his success in advocating Innocent II’s cause, Bernard achieved 

such a level of influence over Innocent that Bloch referred to him simply as “a figurehead 

for Bernard’s aspirations.”8  With a firm grasp over both religious and ecclesiastical 

sources of authority, Bernard assumed his own self-proclaimed ecclesiastical position as 

a defender of orthodoxy, seeking to combine the power of his spiritual influence with 

doctrinal and canonical authority. 
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The Catherdral Schools 

Bernard most zealously defended his definition of orthodoxy in his pursuit of 

various academic figures, especially those who advocated dialectics as a viable means for 

studying theology.  Bernard subscribed to the rhetorical method of theology that believed 

truth was immediately and fundamentally apparent within language used to convey it.9    

This emphasis on the words and language of texts and Scripture dominated Bernard’s 

education, which was steeped in the exegetical practice of lectio divina under William of 

Champeaux, one of the foremost authorities on Scripture of the time.  On the other hand, 

a new school of thought developed during this time, which stressed the importance of a 

logical and dialectic approach to theology.  In regards to theology, the rhetorical school 

believed that language was able to convey the reality of divinity truthfully, whereas the 

dialectic school asserted that language was capable of presenting merely a shadow of the 

truth and similitude of reality.  To dialecticians, divinity could never be fully understood, 

but only partially understood through symbols and metaphors.  Furthermore, as opposed 

to most rhetoricians, who believed that texts written by pagan authors represented a 

profane and heretical reality, dialecticians believed that pagan texts could hold symbolic 

and allegorical relevance to their contemporary Christian reality, even though it might not 

be immediately apparent in the language itself.  Thus, the dialectic school began to 

                                                
9.  This school nevertheless adhered to the generally accepted belief of the time that any text or 

idea was granted legitimacy through an appeal to the auctores, or authorities.  The auctores cited within a 
text could consist of any previously written text; however, more deference was paid to writings that were 
regarded as more definitive and influential.  When scholars opposed a particular writing, they too cited the 
auctores in their counter-arguments.  Thus, citing the Church Fathers granted considerable weight to any 
writing, making it less easy to refute, and citing the Bible, the Divine Word, was the highest appeal to 
authority available, and largely irrefutable. 
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engage in Classical humanism, but the use of pagan authors to support theological claims 

represented to Bernard the adulteration of a sacred pursuit with secular methodology.  As 

such, Bernard closely pursued dialectic scholars, believing that such theological 

methodology would eventually lead one into heresy.  In the course of his theologically 

conservative crusade for orthodoxy, Bernard would prosecute such formidable scholars 

as Peter Abelard and Gilbert of Poitiers, condemning their teachings as heterodox as well 

as demanding emendations and penance.  With the aid of his student and contemporary 

William of St. Thierry, Bernard systematically produced lists of the errors contained in 

his rival teachers’ writings, and brought them before councils, accusing the scholars, their 

students, and their sympathizers of heresy.  Although a genuine theological interest lay at 

the heart of Bernard’s pursuit, a more implicit social dynamic also pervaded his doctrinal 

crusades.   

The Jewish communities in Europe, particularly in the Occitanian region of 

southern France, experienced a scholastic resurgence at the same time as the Christian 

cathedral schools. Recent theories concerning the position of Jews within the twelfth 

century Christian communities, especially within cities and urban environments, have 

largely discredited and replaced former theories that argued for strict Jewish isolation.10  

The integration of Jewish neighborhoods both socially and topographically into Christian 

towns throughout France brought the burgeoning academic movements of each respective 

religion into close contact with the other.  As a result of this proximity, it was not 

                                                
10.  Ivan G. Marcus.  “Jews and Christians Imagining the Other in Medieval Europe.” Prooftexts 

15, no. 3 (1995): 209-226.  
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uncommon for Christian scholars not only to remain up to date on Jewish trends in 

Biblical commentary and exegesis, but also to consult and seek the aid of Rabbinic 

scholars in such practices.  Aryeh Grabois asserts that Jewish commentaries on the Old 

Testament (particularly the Minor Prophets and Psalms) and even dialogues with 

Rabbinic scholars influenced the works of such scholars as Hugh of St. Victor, Stephen 

Langton, and Abbot Steven Harding, Bernard’s predecessor at Cîteaux. Additionally, 

Grabois points out that by the turn of the twelfth century, the foremost schools in France, 

including the schools at Laon, Chartres, Paris, and Bec, all stressed a need to consult 

Hebrew sources for Old Testament studies.11  Thus, not only was the dialectic method 

flourishing within the realm of Christian theology, but a dialectic relationship likewise 

existed between Christian and Jewish scholars.  Bernard chiefly resisted the dialectic 

method due to its tendency to gravitate away from exclusively Christian consideration, 

and as such it is no surprise that he regarded the Jewish influence on Christian theological 

studies with apprehension, ambivalence, and possibly even resentment.12  Furthermore, 

Bernard also held to and furthered a common belief of the time concerning the 

relationship between heretics and Jews, as stated by David Berger: “St. Bernard, who 

defended Jewish lives with vigor and courage during the second crusade, nonetheless 

                                                
11.  Aryeh Grabois.  “The Hebraica Veritas and Jewish-Christian Intellectual Relations in the 

Twelfth Century.” Speculum 50, no. 4 (1975): 613-634.   

12.  David Berger.  “The Attitude of St. Bernard of Clairvaux toward the Jews.” Proceedings of 
the American Academy for Jewish Research 40 (1972): 89-108.   
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used Jews as a pejorative standard of comparison for various forms of heresy and sin.”13  

Because the link between Jews and heretics was so widely acknowledged, the dialectic 

relationship between Jewish and Christian scholars lent Bernard both figurative and 

literal means for subsequently accusing the Christian scholars of heresy.  The Jew as the 

tempter of heretics was a common polemic trope, granting a degree of cultural validation 

to Bernard’s theological assault on the Christian dialectic scholars.14  

 In the beginning of the eleventh-century, the cathedral schools flourished, 

resulting in a sudden and massive influx of treatises, glosses, and commentaries that 

discussed the nature of God as well as other philosophical and theological topics.  Similar 

to other institutions of this period, a strong individualism permeated the cathedral 

schools, as gradually students and teachers began to consider their academic pedigree in 

regards to their personal teachers, rather than the places in which they actually studied.15  

Because of this, ideas could be traced more easily to the masters who taught them, and 

                                                
13.  David Berger.  “Christian Heresy and Jewish Polemic in the Twelfth and Thirteenth 

Centuries.” The Harvard Theological Review 68, no. 3 (1975): 287-303.   

14.  See Berger “Christian Heresy and Jewish Polemic” and “The Attitude of St. Bernard towards 
the Jews.”  Bernard’s position against the Jews was not so much a personal one, as he likely had very little 
contact with any Jews.  Instead, he took an institutional approach towards denouncing Jews and heretics 
based on theological and institutional consideration.  Furthermore, whereas the Jews were relatively 
accepted in Southern France, the regions of Northeast France and beyond towards the Rhine valley 
harbored animosity towards the Jews due to accusations of usury.  The central regions of France accepted 
Bernard’s Jewish rhetoric as a trope, but Bernard’s followers in Northeast France took up arms against the 
Jews in Bernard’s name during the Second Crusade, compelling him to come to the Jews’ defense against 
his own followers. 

15.  See Haring Dronke.  “New Approaches to the School of Chartres; Chartres and Paris 
Revisited.” In Essays in Honor of Anton Charles Pegis (1974): 268-329; Edouard Jeaneau. Rethinking the 
School of Chartres. University of Toronto Press (2009); Raymond Klilbansky, “The School of Chartres.” In 
12th Century Europe and the Foundations of Modern Society (1981): 3-14; and R. W. Southern. “The 
Schools of Paris and the School of Chartres.” In Renaissance and Renewal in the Twelfth Century, (1982) 
113-37.    
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Bernard was relentless in his pursuit of masters whose material he deemed heterodox.  

Acting on behalf of orthodoxy, Bernard acknowledged neither geographical nor 

theoretical boundaries to his power and authority.  As the “self-appointed conscience of 

Europe,” Bernard consistently acted with authority that far exceeded the conventional 

limits of his role.  For nearly three decades he enjoyed a relatively unquestioned 

monopoly over monastic, ecclesiastical, and even secular power throughout France and 

Italy.  While the jurisdiction of his power was technically limited to the abbey of Cîteaux 

and its daughter houses, which included Clairvaux, his de facto influence nevertheless 

spread from Paris to Rome.  The force of his personality buttressed the exceptional depth 

of his individual power, and the combination of these two factors allowed him to 

influence and guide affairs on an institutional level.  

Bernard’s primary targets in his crusade against heterodoxy were, unsurprisingly, 

the most outspoken advocates of the dialectic school of thought.  Abelard is typically 

depicted as Bernard’s foremost opponent.   Abelard, who had studied the traditional 

disciplines of rhetoric and Biblical exegesis from such renowned masters as William of 

Champeaux at Paris and Anselm at Laon, ultimately rejected the conservative and 

rhetorically-centered philosophies of his teachers and subsequently became one of the 

preeminent teachers of logic and dialectics in and around Paris.  Similarly, in the course 

of his pursuits, Bernard of Clairvaux would target many of Abelard’s contemporaries that 

also subscribed to the dialectic method.  In particular, these contemporaries include 

William of Conches and Gilbert of Poitiers, both of whom were respected Platonic 

scholars and dialecticians with ties to the cathedral school at Chartres.   
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The trials of Abelard at the Council of Soissons (1121) and later at the Council of 

Sens (1141), followed by that of Gilbert of Poitiers at the Council of Rheims (1148) each 

illustrate Bernard’s exceptional individual authority over church councils, which were an 

institutional and ecclesiastic affair that did not traditionally fall within the scope of a 

religious abbot’s power.   For example, Bernard managed to secure Abelard’s conviction 

at Sens in 1141 by using his personal authority to convene private meetings separate from 

the trial proceedings that subverted the ecclesiastical procedures of the councils.  At these 

meetings Bernard was able to orient the disposition of the judges in his favor.  The force 

of Bernard’s personality at Sens was so great that it even superseded considerations of 

canonical and institutional legitimacy.   Bernard attempted to secure Gilbert's conviction 

using the same tactics seven years later, but this time he was unsuccessful.  Pope 

Eugenius III, a former Cistercian monk, who consistently acted in accordance with 

Bernard’s will in other affairs, decided against Bernard at Rheims.  Bernard’s failure at 

Rheims signified how the institutional power of the papacy was once again on the 

upswing after facing decades of decline.   

The councils of Soissons, Sens, and Rheims not only highlight the tension 

between members of the scholastic community at this time, but also represent the 

underlying conflicts between the opposing rhetorical and dialectic schools of thought 

taught in the schools  Abelard, born into a noble Breton family, studied under William of 

Champeaux at Paris, and subsequently garnered great renown for himself by teaching 

philosophy and dialectics.  Abelard studied under William of Champeaux at Paris 

alongside his two primary contenders, Bernard of Clairvaux and Alberic of Rheims.  
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Bernard’s primary protégé and the instigator of the investigation against Abelard at Sens 

in 1139, William of St. Thierry, studied with Abelard under Anselm of Laon.16 Abelard 

chose a different path than that of his teacher and colleagues, departing from traditional 

methods of theology and divina pagina, which drew criticism from his contemporaries.  

They deemed that teaching dialectics was unfitting for a monk because of its perceived 

tendency to gravitate towards secularism, tolerance of pagan texts, and even heresy. 

Alberic of Rheims represented the school of thought that strictly adhered to 

Biblical exegesis and commentary.  So dedicated was he to his studies that a 

contemporary praised him as “dux primus in urbe Remensis, testamentorum pandens 

secreta duorum.”17  Alberic continued the divina pagina tradition of his teachers, Anselm 

of Laon and William of Champeaux, at Rheims, and his growing renown as an expert in 

rhetoric and theology attracted a large number of followers.  Alberic simultaneously 

served as the master of the cathedral school at Rheims and as one of the two archdeacons 

in Rheims until he assumed the position of Archbishop of Bourges in 1136.18  During his 

two decades as the master of the cathedral school at Rheims, Alberic revitalized the 

school and its reputation, which had recently slipped into obscurity.  During this period of 

decline, Anselm of Laon’s fame as a theologian dominated the academic landscape; 

however, after Anselm’s death, Alberic’s own talents for rhetoric as well as his pedigree 

                                                
16. John R. Williams. “The Cathedral School of Rheims in the Time of Master Alberic, 1118-

1136.” Traditio 20 (1964): 95-6. 

17. Anselm, Verses, 605-606, cited on Williams, 97. 

18. Williams, 99-103. 
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as Anselm’s student subsequently drew large numbers of students to his own school at 

Rheims.  Finally, Alberic’s appointment to the Archbishopric of Bourges signaled the 

peak of his career as an ecclesiastic.  As an archbishop, not only did he wield a certain 

degree of de jure control over the suffragan bishops from surrounding dioceses, but he 

also assumed oversight over a great deal of secular and political workings within his 

archdiocese.  In addition to his own authority as both an academic and ecclesiastical 

leader, the support of Bernard of Clairvaux and his clout as a religious reformer likewise 

granted Alberic’s actions an increased sense of gravity.  Together, Alberic of Rheims and 

Bernard of Clairvaux would engineer and garner support for the ongoing academic, 

theological, and political disputation against Abelard and his contemporary dialecticians.   

Abelard’s teachings centering on the role of the consent of the soul during the 

process of sinning as a determining factor of the sinful state of its agent drew substantial 

criticism from his adversaries.  These teachings would come to be known as Abelard’s 

“consent theory,” and, in many ways, the importance of these teachings, the trials they 

withstood, and their later, wide-reaching effects would envelop Abelard’s very persona, 

characterizing him for posterity.  Despite the body of scholarship concerning his 

teachings, separating Abelard-the-person from his teachings and properly assessing the 

actions against him from a historical perspective both prove a daunting task.  It is 

essential to remain constantly mindful that when Abelard’s opponents called him to a 

council, they were not only judging his writings and teachings, but they were also placing 

his very person on trial.  Just as his teachings could be burned as a result of councils, so 

too, could he face personal sanctions.  Constant Mews calls attention to the 
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overwhelming tendency of scholars to subscribe to a narrow view of Abelard and his 

adversaries as symbols:   

Studies of the conflict between Bernard and Abelard often focus exclusively on 
the rival intellectual traditions they are thought to embody. . . .  Bernard and 
Abelard have too often been artificially construed as metaphors for “tradition” 
and “modernity” respectively.19 

 
Certainly, the clash between Abelard and his opponents points to the greater conflict that 

seized the academic and theological world of the time, but the individual councils and 

distinct battles therein arose from more present and pertinent circumstances.  The 

implications of his teachings emanated far beyond the academic thresholds, calling into 

question the very ways in which his society and its members thought and functioned. 

Abelard’s consent theory formed the foundation for all of his subsequent 

teachings and writings.  Although these ideas seemed to be an exposition on ethics, the 

core of his teaching carried implications for contemporary theological, political, and 

social ideas of the time.  The most revolutionary tenet of what he asserted was that the sin 

and the act itself were seperable.  In Ethics and Scito te Ipsum, he defines “sin” as 

follows: “To sin is to do nothing other than to hold the Creator in contempt.”20  Thus, 

according to Jean Porter, Abelard asserts that “sin is defined in terms of the agent’s 

contempt for God, not by reference to the kind of actions that express that stance.”21  To 

Abelard, the seed of contempt lay in the consent of the soul, which he viewed proximally 
                                                

19.  Constant J. Mews. “The Council of Sens: Abelard, Bernard, and the Fear of Social Upheaval.” 
Speculum 77, no. 2 (2004): 353.   

20.  Peter Abelard, Ethics, 4.  

21.  Jean Porter.  “Responsibility, Passion, and Sin: A Reassessment of Abelard's Ethics.” The 
Journal of Religious Ethics 28, no. 3 (2000): 370.   
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to represent intention.  As such, the sinful or meritorious state of the agent’s soul was not 

contingent on the external act.  This is important because the agent’s standing before God 

is “fixed” once he or she has internally consented to act in a way contemptuous towards 

God, even if he or she is unable to carry out the act externally.22 

Abelard’s focus on the interior nature of sin via the consent of the soul to commit 

the sin reveals the individualistic tendencies that buttressed the rest of his teachings.  The 

currents of individualism and consent carry over to one of the most socially and 

politically volatile subjects of the day: marriage.  Noble families had long prized 

marriage as the primary means of perpetuating, regulating, and safeguarding their wealth 

and pedigree.   Accordingly, the negotiation of a marriage between two families was an 

overwhelmingly political affair.  Consent had always played a central role in the marriage 

process, but Abelard’s contemporaries largely considered the physical presence of a 

representative from either party at the marriage ceremony to be an acceptable form of 

tacit consent.23  Thus, the outward and individual consent of both partners in the marriage 

was not necessary, as the consent of their family proved sufficient.24  Likewise, the idea 

of the greater good and the benefits yielded to the family superseded the passions and 

desires of the individual.  Furthermore, the other primary issue concerning marriage was 

distinguishing the exact circumstances that dictated a valid marriage, and at what point a 

                                                
22.  See Ethics, 14-16.   

23.  It is important to note that the presence of the individuals to be married was not widely 
considered a necessary component to a valid and legitimate marriage.  

24.  See: Resnick Irvin,  “Marriage in Medieval Culture: Consent Theory and the Case of Joseph 
and Mary.” Church History 69, no. 2 (2000): 350-371.   



 

 43 

marriage became legitimate.  The debate over the moment that signified the official 

beginning of a marriage consisted of two opposing theories: the consent theory and the 

consummation theory.  The former argued that a marriage was effectively constituted 

when both parties consented to the marriage by an interior disposition of their will and 

that the physical consummation of a marriage was not an essential component of a valid 

marriage.  This theory found its greatest supporters in the Parisian schools, where 

scholars such as Abelard and Hugh of St. Victor advocated that the consent model of 

marriage enabled parties to participate in a marriage based on a pure and holy example 

model, unmarred by sexual temptation.25  On the other hand, the consummation theory 

primarily boasted the support of the scholars of the school at Bologna, who specialized in 

canon law and expanded upon the foundations of Ivo of Chartres and William of 

Conches.26  Whereas consent theorists asserted that a marriage constituted by consent 

alone, unconsummated by intercourse, reflected a loftier model of marriage, 

representative of that between Mary and Joseph, and Christ and his Church, 

consummation theorists feared the many ambiguities that surrounded a marriage effected 

solely by consent.  They viewed the internal act of consent as subjective and fickle, and 

Irven notes the startling frequency with which partners dissolved marriages by claiming 

that their consent had been coerced or falsified.  Such appeals were intangible, 

                                                
25.  Resnick, 355-6.  

26.  Ibid, 358-63.  The consummation theorists adopted Ivo of Chartes’ that a child’s consent was 
tacit and implied unless he or she openly dissented (nisi evidenter dissentiat).  Furthermore, the theorists 
also adopted William of Conches’ theory that the act of sexual intercourse served as a de facto signifier of 
objective consent (even in cases of rape, where they subconsciously consented with their natural will, even 
if their rational will did not consent).     
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unprovable, and resulted in the alienation of both property and heirs.  Subsequently, the 

seemingly durable institution of marriage had been compromised, and the reverberations 

shook both political and social structures on local and regional levels.  Divorce falsified 

the pedigree of any children, rendering them illegitimate and ineligible for inheritance or 

the social rank potentially afforded to them by their birth.  To combat this, consummation 

theorists did not deny the importance of consent, but rather emphasized the role of sexual 

consummation as an irrefutable, empirical, and objective signifier of consent, and thus, 

the primary effector of a valid marriage. 

The conflict between the interior and external characteristics of marriage soon 

became the focal point of tension between canon and secular law.  Prior to Abelard’s 

promulgation of his consent theory, crime and sin were seen to be inseparable.  The crime 

itself served as irrefutable proof of the sinful state of its agent, and the defendant’s guilt 

or innocence regarding the crime was proven by external means, such as witnesses, oaths, 

and ordeals.27  This manner of criminal procedure developed directly out of the tenuous 

incorporation of both Roman and Germanic legal precedents into the accepted 

methodology of medieval jurisprudence.  Strictly speaking, classical Roman law through 

the accepted date of Rome’s fall in 476 C.E. contained no criminal statutes or 

procedures.28  On the other hand, as the Germanic tribes gradually began to settle on the 

                                                
27.  Virpi Mäkinen and Heikki Pihlajamäki.  “The Individualization of Crime in Medieval Canon 

Law.” Journal of the History of Ideas 65, no. 4 (2004): 526-7.   

28.  For more information on Roman Law, see: David Johnston.  Roman Law in Context. (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Jill Harries. Law and Empire in Late Antiquity (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999); and Peter Stein.  Roman Law in European History (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999).  
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outskirts of Roman territories and incorporate Roman customs, they too began to 

preserve their laws in written codes, and these codes primarily contained lists of criminal 

offenses and injunctions as opposed to civil ordinances.29   

For the most part, during Late Antiquity and immediately following the Fall of 

Rome, Germanic and Roman law remained largely insular, and tribesmen and Roman 

citizens adhered to their respective law codes.  Over time however, as the cultural and 

territorial lines between “Barbarian” and “Roman” were erased, and nobles and people 

groups began to draw new geographical and metaphorical boundaries around themselves 

and their collective identity, a widespread, yet locally variable, blending of the two legal 

traditions occurred.  Locations in close proximity to Rome largely continued the tradition 

of Roman civil jurisprudence, and centuries under Byzantine suzerainty solidified the 

position of Justinian’s Corpus Iuris Civilis as the fundamental source of legal precedent.  

Personal and criminal disputes in these areas largely evaded the attention of local 

authorities and were settled informally by the parties involved.30  Further north on the 

Italian peninsula, where the Lombard kingdom thrived for almost three hundred years, 

and beyond into the former Gallic regions and Rhine frontiers, the criminal precedents of 

the Germanic codes remained dominant.   

                                                
29.  For additional information on Germanic law codes throughout the Early Medieval era, see: 

Edward James. Europe's Barbarians, AD 200-600 (New York: Pearson Longman, 2009).  Furthermore, for 
some of the original examples of law codes written by the Germanic tribes, see: Jill Harries.  The 
Theodosian Code. (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1993); Katherine Fisher.  The Laws of the Salian 
Franks (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991) and The Burgundian Code (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1949); and Theodore Rivers.  Laws of the Alamans and Bavarians 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1977).    

30.  See, Chris Wickham.  Community and Clientele in Twelfth-Century Tuscany: The Origins of 
the Rural Commune in the Plain of Lucca (New York: Clarendon Press, 1997).   
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Church councils attempted to bridge this gap between civil and criminal law as 

well as provide legal uniformity on an inter-regional scale by means of establishing an 

organic corpus of canon law.  Unfortunately, the localized nature of criminal and civil 

law in turn plagued canon law.  Local prelates and secular authorities were able to 

convene councils at their own discretion, and the presence of a papal legate was neither 

required nor desired.  This system resulted in distinct and localized codes of canon law, 

which many times conflicted not only with the canons of councils in neighboring regions, 

but also with the canons of previous councils from the same region.  Subsequently, 

canonists such as Ivo of Chartres waded through centuries of contradictory canonical 

precedent as they published their own digests and decretals.  Eventually, the school at 

Bologna achieved great renown as the foremost university of its time for the study of 

canon law.  Located in Lombardy, on the border between the civil-centered system of 

Rome and the criminally driven system of the Germanic north, the scholars at Bologna 

would attempt to bring canon, civil, and criminal law into harmony. 

The scholars at Bologna succeeded in incorporating together civil and criminal 

legal philosophies into a singular structure of jurisprudence driven by canon law.  Using 

and expanding Abelard’s theory that sin and crime were separate, the canonists at 

Bologna developed a system of legal practice that placed a greater stress on the individual 

accused rather than the community that accused him.31  The increased emphasis on the 

personal testimonies of the parties involved rather than on external forms of proof such as 

                                                
31.  Mäkinen et. al., 227-8. 
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the oaths of witnesses and communally sanctioned ordeals signified this shift in judicial 

mechanics.  Furthermore, the canonists oriented the focus of legal proceedings towards 

the agent’s guilt as opposed to the result of the crime.   By laying out guidelines for 

determining when someone was guilty of both a sin and a crime, as opposed to a crime or 

sin alone, the canonists established clear boundaries of jurisdiction between secular and 

ecclesiastical courts.  An ecclesiastic court was deemed the proper venue for determining 

whether or not one was guilty of committing a sin, whereas purely criminal cases were 

delegated to secular courts.  A method for uniformly applying canon law had been 

established, and at its core lay Abelard’s innovative consent theory.        

Undercurrents of the individualism inherent to Abelard’s consent theory likewise 

permeated his theological works, especially those concerning the Trinity.  Abelard 

utilized the dialectic method in constructing his argument of the Trinity.  Whereas the 

Trinity consisted of three personae, it nevertheless operated in unity within the context of 

the singular divine Godhead.32  Abelard distinguished between the personae within the 

Trinity, namely based on their distinguishing characteristics: the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit were the three personae, and neither participated in the role of the other.  Even so, 

Abelard did not claim that the Trinity consisted of three separate entities, but instead 

asserted that since they all completely and exclusively participated in the divine essence, 

they were in turn the same in number and essence with the unified Godhead.33  Thus 

Abelard posed an argument for unity within diversity, maintaining both the individual 
                                                

32.  See Peter Abelard, Theologia Chrisitana III.60.  

33.  Ibid, III.61.   
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and distinct presence of the personae within the Trinity as well as the essentially and 

unequivocally unified existence of a single Godhead.  Ultimately, Abelard’s theological 

teachings provided the pretext for his enemies to call him to trial.   

 
Church Councils and the Formation of Orthodoxy 

   
An already established history of sowing philosophical discord preceded Abelard 

to his first trial at Soissons.  In his own autobiography, Historia Calamitatum,34 Abelard 

depicts himself as “burdensome” when describing his tenure as a student under William 

of Champeaux at Paris.35  His direct challenges of William of Champeaux’s teachings 

reveal how from a very young age his audacity and temerity earned him the contempt of 

his peers.  Moreover, his defiant and arrogant demeanor, claiming both that he had 

indisputably won some of these debates and that his peers despised his victory on account 

of his inferior learning, highlighted the beginning stages of a fatal hubris that would 

continue to develop throughout his life.  The clashes between Abelard and William 

similarly represented the conflict between rhetoric and dialectics that would permeate 

Abelard’s teachings and trials.  Once, Abelard opposed William’s teachings during a 

lecture on rhetoric, and his subsequent victory in the debate led William to recant his 

                                                
34.  Although Abelard’s Historia Calamitatum contains all the conventional biases of an 

autobiography, scholars for the most part agree that it is historically accurate.  These biases begin to show 
most fully when Abelard characterizes his opponents.  In describing his motives for doing so Mary 
McLaughlin argues that Abelard, ever the logician, seeks to rationalize his misfortunes by pinning them on 
the schemes of his enemies, tempered by envy and enmity, rather than simply on fortune or happenstance.  
See: McLaughlin, Mary. “Abelard as Autobiographer: The Motives and Meaning of his ‘Story of 
Calamities.’” Speculum 42, no. 3 (1967): 471.   

35.  Peter Abelard, The Story of Abelard's Adversities. Trans. Étienne Gilson (Toronto: Pontifical 
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1964): 12.    
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former position and formulate a new one around Abelard’s own.36  The defeat incensed 

William of Champeaux, who expelled Abelard from his school.  Nevertheless, Abelard’s 

victory bolstered both his reputation and his pride, drawing many students to attend his 

own lectures.   

An alleged encounter between Abelard and Thierry of Chartres likewise illustrates 

Abelard’s prideful disposition.  Abelard allegedly studied under Thierry of Chartres, one 

of the foremost scholars of the quadrivium at the time.  When Abelard initially failed to 

master the arts of the quadrivium, Thierry taunted him, saying “What else has a full dog 

been accustomed except to lick lard?”37  Because Abelard was already a renowned master 

of grammar, philosophy, and theology, Thierry regarded his pursuit of the quadrivium as 

somewhat glutenous, which is why he likened him to a dog that insisted on licking lard, 

although he had eaten his fill.   From this, Abelard acquired the name “Baiolard”, 

meaning “to lick lard,” and, once he eventually mastered the Quadrivium under Thierry 

he adopted the name Abelard from “Habelard” or “to have lard.” 38  This anecdote clearly 

illustrates Abelard’s unapologetic hubris as a student, which translated into his pursuits as 

an educator and an author.  

Even though Abelard had bested William of Champeaux and been expelled from 

his school, he still required a teacher.  His age and talent often counteracted each other, 
                                                

36.  Ibid, 16.  

37.  J. P. Migne, Patrologia Latina, 178.57-58:  Quid canis plenus nisi lardum baiare consueuit 

38.  Many scholars have dismissed the anecdote containing Thierry’s taunt as inaccurate, but 
Constant Mews argues that it contains historical insights and significance, particularly in regards to the 
etymology of Abelard’s name. See: Constant J. Mews.  “In Search of a Name and Its Significance: A 
Twelfth-Century Anecdote about Thierry and Peter Abelard.”  Traditio 44 (1988): 171-200.   
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his talent and abilities were often construed as arrogance and impetuousness due to his 

youth.  Thus he entered the school of Anselm at Laon, one of the most respected Biblical 

scholars as well as one of the foremost proponents of realism.  As such, Anselm of Laon 

served as a perfect means through which Abelard might offer his most scathing criticism 

of realism and the rhetorical method:  

He had a remarkable command of language, but it was despicable with respect to 
meaning and devoid of sense.  While he kindled a fire, he filled his room with 
smoke but did not light it up.  His tree appeared heavy with folige to those 
viewing it from far, but to those who came near and looked closely, it was found 
fruitless.39 

 
Because he regarded Anselm’s teachings and the school of thought that they represented 

as hollow and devoid of true significance, he withdrew himself from the “idleness of that 

man’s shadow” and began attending lectures less frequently.   Again his contemporaries 

viewed his actions as exceedingly arrogant, and in particular he earned the enmity of 

Lotulph the Lombard and Alberic of Rheims, who would be his primary accusers at his 

first trial at Soissons.   

After his tenure as a student under Anselm of Laon, Abelard began to teach 

dialectics, logic, and philosophy in and around Paris.  Subsequently, he published a 

treatise on the Trinity claiming that his students were seeking a rational and logical 

explanation of the Trinity via dialectics, rather than the empty explanation of rhetoric:  

[They] were always seeking for rational and philosophical explanations, asking 
rather for reasons they could understand than for mere words, saying that it was 

                                                
39.  Ibid, 21.  
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futile to utter words which the intellect could not possibly follow, that nothing 
could be believed unless it could first be understood.40 

 
Alberic and Lotulph, the scions of Anselm’s legacy, rose in opposition to Abelard’s tract, 

and began to condemn his teachings.41  Their condemnations developed into a full-scale 

ecclesiastical trial when they garnered the support of Rodolphe, Archbishop of Rheims, 

Conon, Bishop of Praeneste42 and a papal legate.   The council convened at Soissons in 

1121 at the behest of Rodolphe and under the direction of Conon.  Although it is not 

explicitly stated, Abelard implies that Rodolphe selected Soissons as a location for the 

council because it fell under the jurisdiction of his diocese.  Thus, the prelates in 

attendance would be more well disposed towards the claims of Lotulph and Alberic, who 

both ran schools at Rheims, simply due to proximity, if not legitimate ties and obligations 

with Rodolphe their archbishop.43  Although the archbishop and legate eventually passed 

judgment against Abelard and he complied through conforming his teachings with 

orthodoxy.  Further significance of the council of Soissons nevertheless lies beneath the 

façade of its theological conflict.   

The council convened on the pretext of academic and theological controversy, but 

it represented the politics and agendas of the many figures involved.  The academic 

                                                
40.  Gilson, 44. 

41.  Williams, 99-100.   

42.  Modern day Palestrina, East of Rome.    

43. Gilson, 54-5.  Towards the end of his trial at Soissons, Geoffrey the bishop of Chartres 
suggested that Abelard be taken back to St. Denis where a larger number of men would be able to 
investigate his work more accurately, but his rivals protested, “perceiving that they would accomplish 
nothing if the trial were to be held outside of their own diocese, and in a place where they could have little 
influence on the verdict.”  
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sphere of the twelfth century, much like a parallel world of secular politics, revolved 

around a complex system of interpersonal relationships.  Nobility in their own right, 

academics of the time considered both one’s familial and academic pedigree to be 

suitable grounds for fostering alliances or vendettas.  Similarly, just as a sense of the 

hereditary nature of noble traits and prerogatives pervaded the social landscape, so too 

was it believed that certain inborn characteristics passed from a teacher to a student as a 

result of the academic process.  As such, it is fitting that Lotulph the Lombard and 

Alberic of Rheims united against Abelard.  The former were staunch adherents to Anselm 

of Laon’s realist beliefs and rhetorical method, and Abelard, although truly loyal to no 

teacher other than his own experience, most clearly represented the tenets of his former 

mentor Roscelin of Compiégne, an adamant anti-realist and advocate of dialectics.44  

Both Abelard’s pedigree as a student of Roscelin as well as his turbulent tenure under 

William of Champeaux and Anselm of Laon predisposed him to the hostility of Lotulph 

and Alberic.  The very existence of Abelard’s teachings on the Trinity, especially as a 

written work to be copied and distributed, proved more threatening than their substance, 

because of what they represented rather than what they contained.  Moreover, the 

methodology of Abelard’s theology and philosophy served as the focal point and catalyst 

for the conflict between the dialectic and rhetorical schools.  Even so, against the 

backdrop of these broad academic disputes, personal grudges also motivated Lotulph and 

                                                
44.  Ironically, Roscelin was similarly convicted of advocating Tritheism at a council in Soissons 

in 1093.  Although his teachings were exceedingly more suspect than Abelard’s in that he advocated that 
the Trinity was composed of three personae and tres res, he was nevertheless a proponent of the dialectic 
method that Abelard adopted. 
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Alberic.  It is not altogether unlikely that the simple fact that Lotulph and Alberic disliked 

Abelard’s bombastic personality and palpable hubris likewise contributed to their desire 

to see him put on trial.  It is important to remember that these men were people who 

reacted to each other as individuals.  Beyond the stoic nuance of labels and paradigms 

assigned by retrospectively imposed constructs of  historical context and interpretation, as 

these events occurred, passion and emotion drove the action of these figures.  Thus, 

Lotulph and Alberic harbored both a deep set personal grudge against Abelard because of 

his former insult to their master as well as academic quarrel with him by virtue of 

philosophy he advocated. The calling of an ecclesiastical council served as an expedient 

and institutionally sanctioned means for officially resolving both of these conflicts. 

Throughout the proceedings of the council, Abelard’s accusers’ preoccupation 

with securing a conviction continually superseded any desire of truthfully determining 

the orthodoxy or heterodoxy of his teachings.  This was most evident in their selection of 

location, which lent itself more to a favorable judgment against their opponent rather than 

a truthful examination of the material on trial.  Furthermore, Abelard notes how both 

Conon the papal-legate and Rodolphe the Archbishop of Rheims referred his writings to 

Alberic and Lotolph to be examined for doctrinal errors.45  In this way, his accusers 

became his judges.  This was not an uncommon occurrence, as the lack of a unified and 

consistent system of ecclesiastical jurisprudence often resulted in both confusion among 

                                                
45.  Gilson, 50-55  
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prelates at councils and deferral to arbitrary and impromptu judgments.46 Abelard depicts 

his judges as minimally interested in the substance of his treatise: Alberic hardly peruses 

the tract before denouncing it, and when Abelard seeks to explain the orthodoxy of his 

writing, Alberic states the he only cares about the opinions of auctores.47  This incident 

further illustrates how examining the substance of Abelard’s teachings was not 

necessarily the true intent of the trial.   The form of Abelard’s teaching obscured his 

opponent’s perception of its content.  Thus, they were seeking not so much to condemn 

his teachings, as much as they wished to condemn the very method by which he taught.  

Although he tends to over-emphasize the enmity of his enemies, it is clear in Abelard’s 

account that many of the prelates present found no errors in his writings, which is why 

the affair was deferred until the last day of the council.            

Abelard’s second conflict with the rhetorical school of thought occurred at Sens in 

1141.  This time, Abelard was denounced for the same reason but by a new accuser: 

Bernard of Clairvaux.  Bernard was Alberic of Rheim’s protégé, and by this time he was 

enormously influential in Church affairs.  Likewise, he was arguably approaching the 

peak of his power, which would culminate with his fundamental role in forming the 

Second Crusade.48  Consequentially, Bernard of Clairvaux adhered to the conservative 

methodology of his mentor, advocating the importance of rhetoric and realism in 

                                                
46.   Wim Verball.  “The Council of Sens Reconsidered: Masters, Monks, or Judges?” Church 

History 74, no. 3 (2005): 460-493. The legal procedures of Sens proved to be eerily similar to those at 
Soissons, although Abelard’s reaction was different.   

47.  Gilson, 46-55. 

48.  Mews, 343  
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theological matters.  On the other hand, Abelard too had reached the peak of his fame as 

a teacher, and he arrived at the council with a substantial entourage of students in his 

wake.49  The council convened at Sens, and Abelard approached the impending trial with 

his characteristic bravado and hubris.  Rather than preparing a persuasive defense 

advocating the orthodoxy of his work he instead decided to engage Bernard of Clairvaux 

directly.   Abelard challenged Bernard of Clairvaux to a public debate, the academic 

equivalent to a duel.  While Bernard excelled as an orator, Abelard’s abilities as a 

logician far exceeded Bernard’s.50  Nevertheless, Bernard’s cunning and influence 

superseded Abelard’s intellect.  Bernard never battled Abelard in a philosophical debate, 

but rather secured Abelard’s condemnation through guile.  Bernard held a private 

meeting separate from the proceedings of the trial, and he successfully persuaded 

Abelard’s judges to vote in his favor.51   When the vote condemning Abelard’s teachings 

was passed, Abelard himself invoked his right to appeal before the pope.  His judges 

doubted whether he had the right to appeal, but they nevertheless allowed him to offer an 

appeal before the pope.52  Ultimately, the drama of Sens was brought to completion when 

Innocent II ruled in Bernard of Clairvaux’s favor.    

Recent studies on the Council of Sens have called into question the importance of 

Bernard’s role and the degree of his involvement.  Both Constant J. Mews and Wim 

                                                
49.  Ibid, 344.  

50.  Ibid, 371.  

51.  Ibid, 370; and Verball, 473-7.  

52.  Verball, 479-80.  
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Verball emphasize the importance of Sens in regards to its greater context, rather than 

simply viewing it as a singular event.  According to Verball, since one of Bernard of 

Clairvaux’s most devoted followers, Geoffrey of Auxerre, provided one of the primary 

accounts of the Council of Sens, it is no surprise that Bernard appears as the central 

figure.53  Mews, who looks beyond the blatantly partisan accounts of Geoffrey, similarly 

argues that although the arguments presented at the Council of Sens were primarily 

theological, the greater implications of the council were political.54 Social unrest was 

spreading in France, as various localities were seeking to establish themselves as 

autonomous communes.  Bernard of Clairvaux firmly believed that Abelard’s teachings 

would promote and encourage social discord, just as Arnold of Brescia’s teaching had 

influenced the strife among the Italian communes in the 1130’s.  Thus, the council served 

the dual purpose of conforming Abelard’s teachings with orthodoxy as well as curbing 

his potentially politically dissident voice.  Furthermore, although both Mews and Verball 

concede that Bernard of Clairvaux dominated the theological proceedings of the council, 

they both cite Suger of Saint-Denis as both the instigator of the council itself and its 

primary political proponent.  Suger, the abbot of Saint-Denis, served as deputy to both 

Louis VI and Louis VII of France, and even acted as regent during Louis VII’s absence 

during the Second Crusade.  Like Bernard, Suger also believed that Abelard’s teachings 

fostered social and political unrest.  Suger recognized the necessity of maintaining order 

                                                
53.  Wim Verball.  “The Council of Sens Reconsidered: Masters, Monks, or Judges?” Church 

History 74, no. 3 (2005): 460-493.    

54.  Mews, 353.   
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on both a regional and local level so as to ensure a stable power structure.  He encouraged 

the king to subdue the rebellious townships with force, while he himself assumed the 

responsibility of silencing Abelard’s politically volatile teachings, thereby ensuring that 

Abelard sowed no seed for future political or social discord.  

Suger and Bernard called Abelard to trial at Sens on the pretext of a theological 

conflict, but their political agendas likewise necessitated that Abelard be silenced.  Both 

Suger and Bernard bore a substantial political grudge against Abelard and a church 

council convened for the sake of orthodoxy provided the necessary means for definitively 

and legitimately curtailing Abelard’s controversial teachings.   During the 1130’s many 

communes in France, including Poitiers, Orléans, and Rheims, struggled for 

independence and autonomy from the local ecclesiastical lords.  During this conflict, it 

was Suger who goaded the new king, Louis VII, into military action, urging him to quash 

these rebellions.  Abelard’s contention that ecclesiastical lords must support their claims 

to legitimate authority by logic and reason proved extremely volatile and resounded with 

both Bernard and Suger as direct, political, opposition.55  Suger had the responsibility to 

ensure peace and stability in Louis VII’s realm, and thus he had an interest in silencing 

Abelard’s teachings, regardless of the subtlety of their dissidence.  Even Bernard 

acknowledged the political significance of confronting Abelard at Sens: 

In cities and castles, darkness is being spread in place of light; everywhere poison is 
being put forward to everybody in place of honey, or rather in honey . . .  A new 
Gospel is being forged for peoples and communities, a new faith is being 
propounded, a foundation that is different from what has been established. There is 

                                                
55.  Mews, 363-4.  
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disputation that is immoral about virtues and vices, unfaithful about the sacraments 
of the church, and neither simple nor sober about the depths of the Holy Trinity; 
rather everything is served up to us as perversity, everything beyond what is normal 
and different from what we accept. Goliath [1 Kings 17.41] has advanced with his 
tall body, fortified with his noble weapons of war, with his shield bearer, Arnold of 
Brescia, going before him.56 

 
Bernard calls the ideas of Abelard darkness in place of light, and poison in place of 

honey, placing his teachings in direct opposition with Bernard’s own conception of 

orthodoxy.  He continues to point out the heterodoxy in Abelard’s teachings by calling 

them a new Gospel and a new faith, which serve up everything as perversity.  Amidst 

these theological diatribes, Bernard’s allusion to Arnold of Brescia, likening him to 

Abelard’s “shield bearer” carries substantial political implications.  Arnold of Brescia, 

the monastic champion of the Italian communes, had been exiled from Italy at the Second 

Lateran Council in 1139.  By associating Arnold and Abelard together, Bernard argued 

that Abelard’s teachings were politically dangerous.  Ultimately, the council of Sens, 

much like the council of Soissons, bore significance that extended far beyond the 

theological conflicts presented.  However, even though these councils often served 

implicit political and social purposes, they nevertheless contributed to a growing body of 

regionally applicable orthodoxy.       

 The council of Rheims differed from the councils of Soissons and Sens because it 

was an interregional, rather than intraregional affair.  Pope Eugenius III and his curia 

presided over the council, and after the council they returned to Italy to implement its 

                                                
56.  Bernard of Clairvaux , Epistola 189.  Sancti Bernardi Opera, ed. Jean Leclercq et al., 8 vols. 

(Rome, 1957-77), 8:13-14.  Cited in Mews, “The Council of Sens,” 341. 



 

 59 

canons.  Thus, the council of Rheims served as one of the first examples of a local 

council, with the exception of the previous two Ecumenical Lateran councils, that had 

wide-reaching significance beyond its immediate locality.   

Just like at Sens, Bernard of Clairvaux deeply entrenched himself in the events at 

the Council of Rheims in 1148.  This time, Gilbert of Poitiers’ teachings were on trial, 

and he was accused of creating three entities from one God in his writings on the Trinity.  

Once again at Rheims, Bernard of Clairvaux attempted to skew the disposition of the 

judges in his favor by calling them to private meetings separate from the trial 

proceedings.  This time however, the force of Bernard’s personality would prove 

insufficient and he was unable to undermine the institutional integrity of the ecclesiastical 

council and ensure that it carried out his will.   Both the authority of Gilbert’s defense and 

a new emphasis in the curia on the intricacies of proper canonical procedures triumphed 

over Bernard’s extra-legal use of his authority to push his own view of orthodoxy.  

Gilbert’s exoneration by both the council of Rheims and the consistory that immediately 

followed, symbolized the end of the “Bernardine Interlude”, and showed how once again 

the Church as an institution was seeking to supersede the authority the individual, 

especially in matters of doctrine and orthodoxy. 

The councils of Soissons, Sens, and Rheims illustrate how academic affairs often 

bore significant social and political gravity.  Out of the context of these councils, which 

represented the various degrees of tension between intellectual schools of thought, and 

between secular, ecclesiastical, and religious claims to authority emerged Bernardus 

Silvestris and his most important work, the Cosmographia.  In the Cosmographia, 
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Silvestris would address the conflicts that his contemporaries faced as they attempted to 

shape and expand their power, as well as the struggles that they faced as they constructed 

a growing body of orthodox practice and beliefs.  He presents the academic, political, and 

social issues of his day within the context of a highly symbolic creation account.  
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 In his description of the cosmos, its structure, and the mechanism that maintain it, 

Silvestris simultaneously presents solutions to the issues that face his contemporaries and 

proposes ideal models of power and authority that he bases on the arrangement of the 

cosmos itself.
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Bernardus Silvestris and the Cosmographia 
 
 

Bernardus Silvestris’ Life and Milieu 
 

In the past, the predominant figures of the academic landscape of the twelfth 

century, such as Abelard, Bernard of Clairvaux, and Bernard of Chartres have 

traditionally overshadowed Bernardus Silvestris and his contributions to the scholastic 

dialogue of his day.  Nevertheless, recent scholarship has increasingly begun to 

acknowledge and advocate the importance of Silvestris and his works.  Certainty 

concerning Bernardus Silvestris’ life and works has continuously evaded scholars, who 

debate even the very few dates available about this elusive twelfth century author.  

Representing both the individualism and tendency towards humanism that characterized 

the scholastic movements of his time, Silvestris developed a unique style and 

methodology, while still observing the precedents set by both his contemporaries and 

predecessors.  In this manner, Bernardus’ crowning achievement, the Cosmographia, 

likewise defies understanding.  The Cosmographia celebrates Silvestris’ mastery of both 

science and philosophy, as well as poetry and didactics.  Because Silvestris incorporated 

so many different literary and academic influences into the Cosmographia he managed to 

produce a unique work with a definitive legacy.   

Bernardus Silvestris has only recently emerged from the shadow of his 

contemporary, Bernard of Chartres.  Their similar names, as well as the misleading 

signature of a “Bernardus Cartonensis” on Bernardus Silvestris’ Commentum super sex 

libros Aneidos, misled scholars until Reginald Lane Poole distinguished between the two 
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individuals in 1920.1  Following this acknowledgement of the two separate Bernards, 

André Vernet conducted a critical study of both Bernardus Silvestris’ life as well as his 

works in 1937-8, which remains authoritative today.2  Vernet provided a broad range for 

Silvestris’ approximate birth and death dates, between 1085 and 1178, and more 

specifically estimated his death around 1160.  Beyond the dates provided by Vernet, the 

only other known date about Silvestris concerns his Cosmographia.  One manuscript of 

the Cosmographia contains a marginal gloss stating, “this work was recited in the 

presence of Pope Eugenius [III] in Gaul and received his approval.”3  Pope Eugenius 

toured France in 1147-8, specifically appearing at trials and consistories in Paris and 

Rheims.  Consequently, scholars have accept the years 1147-8 as the likely date for the 

completion of Bernardus’ Cosmographia.4  Brian Stock alone has contested this date, 

                                                
1.  Reginald Lane Poole, Illustrations of the History of Medieval Thought and Learning (London, 

1920): 117-8.  The authenticity of Bernardus Silvestris’ authorship of the Aeneid commentary is generally 
accepted as plausible and quite likely, and it shall be assumed as such in this paper.  For more information 
see E.R. Smits, “New Evidence for the Authorship of the Commentary on the First Six Books of Vergil’s 
Eneid Commonly Attributed to Bernardus Silvestris,” in Non nova, sed nove, ed. Martin Gasman and Jaap 
van Os (Groningen, 1984): 239-46; Christopher Baswell, “The Medieval Allegorization of the Aeneid: MS 
Cambridge, Peterhouse 158,” Traditio 41 (1985), 181-237.; and Julian Ward Jones, Jr., “The So-Called 
Silvestris Commentary on the Aeneid and Two Other Interpretations,” Speculum 64, no. 4 (1989): 835-848. 

2.  André Vernet, Recherches sur l’auteur et l’oeuvre, suives d’une édition critique de la 
“Cosmographia”, dissertation, École des Chartes (Paris, 1938).  Vernet’s unpublished dissertation still 
stands as the definitive text on Bernardus’ life, as well as the only critical edition of his Cosmographia to 
have been written thus far.  The only published portion of the dissertation is a short précis:  André Vernet. 
“Bernardus Silvestris et sa Cosmographia,” École Nationale des Chartres, Positions des thèsis (Nogent-le-
routrou, 1937), 167-74. The 1178 estimate is based off evidence that Bernardus’ nephew sold his home in 
Tours, which Bernardus had bequethed to him, sometime between 1178 and 1184.   

3.  Bodleian MS Laud. Misc. 515, f.188v: Gloss of Cosmographia I.3.55: “Iste Eugenius fuit papa 
in cujus presencia liber iste fuit recitatus in Gallia et capta ejus benivolenciam.”  Cited in Dronke, 
Cosmographia, 2. 

4.  Vernet asserts this date, to which Dronke and Wetherbee adhere.  See Bernardus Silvestris, 
Cosmographia. Ed. Peter Dronke (E J Brill, 1978)., and Bernardus Silvestris, The ‘Cosmographia’ of 
Bernardus Silvestris. Trans. Winthrop Wetherbee (New York: Columbia University Press, 1973).   
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arguing both that the manuscript dates from after 1250 and that the author of the gloss 

should not be trusted as a reliable witness, since his gloss displays minimal understanding 

of the Cosmographia.5 

No other dates except these have been determined for Bernardus’ life, and the 

movements and associations within his life are similarly ambiguous.  It is largely 

accepted that Silvestris taught at Tours, based on the testimony of his student Matthew of 

Vendôme, who claimed that “the glory of the teacher Silvestris of Tours taught me to 

compose.”6  Furthermore, Peter Dronke mentions that Silvestris likely taught Matthew of 

Vendôme.7  Elaborating on this, Peter Godman ventures to suggest that Silvestris’ 

position as an educator in Tours likely connected him with St. Martin’s, titular property 

of the royal family, and similarly placing him at the epicenter of tensions between the 

papacy and the secular lords of the Île-de-France.8  This inference, thus far unverified, 

lends further credence to the gloss contained within the Bodleian MS.  Given Silvestris’ 

at Tours, at the intersection of an ecclesiastical and secular struggle, it follows that he 

would both seek as well as blatantly publicize Eugenius’s grant of censura praevia in 

                                                
5.  See Brian Stock, Myth and Science in the Twelfth Century: A Study of Bernard Silvester,  

(Princeton N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1972), 11. Furthemore, it bears noting that Dronke cites Stocks 
claims as erroneous, while simultaneously correcting Stock’s misapplication of the cognomen Silvester, 
which is not synonymous with Silvestris (Dronke, Cosmographia 2-3). 

6.  This citation is weird, I’m going to have to look into it further--it’s some weird German book 

7.  Dronke, 2.   

8.  Peter Godman, The Silent Masters : Latin Literature and Its Censors in the High Middle Ages, 
(Princeton N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001), 232-3.    
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order to evade the attention of Bernard of Clairvaux and William of St. Thierry.9  The 

heave influence of Classical and pagan sources within the Cosmographia, as well as the 

prominence of the dialectic method lent itself well to denunciation by conservative 

proponents of orthodoxy such as Bernard of Clairvaux and his followers. 

The confusion between the identities of Bernardus Silvestris and Bernard of 

Chartres as well as the prominent influence of the quadrivium within Silvestris’ works 

have nourished the assumption that Silvestris either studied or taught at Chartres.  

Concerning Silvestris’ alleged ties to the Chartrian school, scholars have disagreed about 

the significance of Silvestris’ dedicatio to Thierry of Chartres that prefaces the vast 

majority of Cosmographia manuscripts.  Poole first argued that no evidence exists, 

beyond the dedication to Thierry, that suggests an immediate and personal relationship 

between Silvestris and the Chartrians.10  In other words, Silvestris simply identified 

Thierry as a master of the quadrivium, and sought his approval on that account, in order 

to shield the Cosmographia from scrutiny.  Even if no personal ties existed between 

Silvestris and Thierry, the influence of Thierry’s works upon Silvestris’ proved both 

ubiquitous and unique.  Thierry and his Chartrian contemporaries’ fame rested upon their 

innovative incorporation of Platonic influences into the framework of their own scientific 

treatises, and these same humanistic and Platonic tendencies lie at the core of Silvestris’ 
                                                

9.  Obtaining censura praevia from Eugene III proves both a prudent and necessary maneuver for 
Bernardus.  It is important to note that many of the scholars, namely Abelard and Gilbert de Poitiers, both 
of whom Bernard of Clairvaux and William of St. Thierry had called to trial, were condemned for planning 
to publish and distribute their  works without the pope’s approval.  As Godman aptly notes, “control 
offered protection, and authority was exercised not over the content of the work but the context.” 

10.  Poole, “The Masters of the Schools of Paris and Chartres in John of Salisbury's Time.” In 
English Historical Review, 35 (1920): 331.    
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works.  The existence of a manuscript of Thierry’s De sex dierum operibus at Tours, 

suggests that Silvestris could have been exposed to Thierry’s teachings, even if the two 

never personally interacted.  More recent scholarship, has likewise never fully committed 

to the assumption that Silvestris and Theirry engaged one another personally as 

contemporaries.11  There is a concensus that Thierry’s De sex dierum operibus influenced 

the Cosmographia, while agreement concerning the extent of interaction between Thierry 

and Silvestris has proven elusive. 

 Those who deny the possibility that the Thierry and Silvestris engaged each other 

personally commit the error of dissociating the men and their works from the greater 

social context of their lives.  The academic movements of the early twelfth century 

cannot be judged simply by the works its participants produced, for this retrospective 

view results in a parallax of judgment that regards the movement within its historical 

context as a fait accompli by tracing the pedigrees of ideas chronologically within a 

complete and tidy unit.  This perception disregards the energetic and active nature of the 

participants through elevating the movement above the individuals who propelled it.  It is 

important to remain mindful of both the constant dialogue and interaction that occurred 

between the scholars in the twelfth century as well as the greater implications of their 

achievements for the movement as a whole.  Expansion and migration characterized 

                                                
11.  Stock echoes Poole’s argument that Silvestris never corresponded with Thierry personally, 

asserting that he sought Thierry’s in an attempt “to win the favor of a powerful yet liberal figure, widely 
known for his interest in science and for his occasional defense of unpopular theses” (Myth and Science, 
13).   Wetherbee alone asserts that Silvestris was a “disciple” of Thierry (Wetherbee Cosmographia, 3), 
whereas Dronke argues that their relationship was that of contemporaries and not one between a student 
and teacher, citing the customary terms of familiarity and respect within the dedicatio (Dronke 
Cosmographia, 1). 
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many of the movements of the twelfth century including the academic movements. The 

expansion of arable farmlands as a result of deforestation and the transformation of 

swampy lands into fields by the Cistercians led to the establishment of many new farming 

communities as well as small market towns.12  The reinforcement of current roads and the 

creation of new roads simultaneously accompanied the movement of people into new 

communities.  Thus, people moved during this period, regardless of class, status, or role, 

for they had the means for frequent travel through increasingly comprehensive and 

accessible road systems.  Scholars took advantage of these opportunities as well.  

Teachers often relocated, and students were obliged to follow.  Likewise, scholars 

attended the great number of synods and consistories of the period: Thierry of Chartres 

was believed to have been present at Soissons in 1141, Gilbert de Poitiers attended 

William of Conches’ trial at Paris in 1147, and Bernardus Silvestris was thought to have 

attended the trial of Gilbert de Poitiers at Rheims in 1148.  Thus, in addition to the 

formulaic dialogue present within the works of these authors, as represented by 

Silvestris’ dedicatio to Thierry in the Cosmographia, it is likely that informal 

correspondence and dialogue also regularly occurred in the course of their many travels.  

Consequently, Bernardus Silvestris’ works must be analyzed and considered in regards to 

how they participated in the academic dialogue of his own day, how they existed as parts 

of a whole, rather than singular groundbreaking occurrences. 

                                                
12.  K.F. Helleiner,  “Population Movement and Agrarian Depression in the Later Middle Ages.” 

The Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science 15, no. 3 (1949): 370.   
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Modern Scholarship Regarding the Cosmographia 
 
 Scholarship concerning the Cosmographia has proceeded through four distinct 

stages since Bernard Silvestris was first distinguished from Bernard of Chartres by R. L. 

Poole.13  Scholarship in the early twentieth century tended primarily towards polemics 

and apologetics, with the former accusing the works of Silvestris and the Chartrians of 

paganism and heresy and the latter defending their theological integrity.14  When these 

initial arguments subsided, the focus shifted to identifying the Classical and 

contemporary sources that Silvestris drew upon in the Cosmographia duing the mid-

twentieth century.15  The 1970’s marked the apex of exclusive textual studies of 

Cosmographia, resulting in the Latin and English editions of the work that have since 

served as the cornerstone of further studies.16  Most recently Peter Godman has sought to 

identify Silvestris’ role in the academic and political struggles of his time.17 

                                                
13.   De mundi universitate, ed. C.S. Barach, J. Wrobel (Innsbruck 1876) was the first Latin 

edition of the Cosmographia available in print, but both Dronke and Wetherbee note how it is a poorly 
constructed and unreadable edition.  See Dronke, Cosmographia, vii, and Wetherbee, Cosmographia, 63-4. 

14.   R.L. Poole,  Illustrations of the History of Medieval Thought and Learning (New York: 1920) 
presents a case for Silvestris’ heterodoxy, and Etienne Gilson, “La Cosmogonie de Bernardus Silvestris,” 
Archives d’histoire doctrinale et litteraire du moyen Age, 3 (1928): 5-24, defends Silvestris’ Orthodoxy. 

15.   See: Theodore Silverstein, “The Fabulous Cosmogony of Bernardus Silvestris,” Modern 
Philology Vol. 46, No. 2 (1948): 92-116; and Robert B. Woolsey, “Bernard Silvester and the Hermetic 
Asclepius,” Traditio 6 (1948): 340-344. 

16.   See: Wetherbee, trans., Cosmographia; Dronke, ed., Cosmographia for an English translation 
and accessible Latin edition.  For other studies from this period, see: Peter Dronke, “Bernard Silvestris, 
Natura, and Personification,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 43 (1980): 16-31.; See F. J. 
E. Raby, “Nuda Natura and Twelfth-Century Cosmology,” Speculum 43, no. 1 (1968): 72-77;and Brian 
Stock, Myth and Science in the Twelfth Century.  A Study of Bernard Silvester (Princeton, 1972).  

17.   See: Peter Godman, “The Search for Urania.  Cosmological Myth in Bernardus Silvestris and 
Pontano,” in Innovation und Originalität, ed. W. Haug (Tubingen, 1993): 70-98, and Peter Godman, The 
Silent Masters: Latin Literature and its Censors in the High Middle Ages, 2000. 
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 For many years during the beginning of the nineteenth century, scholars rejected 

the works of Silvestris and his Chartrian contemporaries due to pagan references.  In his 

1920 publication, Illustrations of the History of Medieval Thought and Learning, R. L. 

Poole, adamant in his disdain for Classical humanism among medieval Christian 

academics, bore the standard for the scholars who denounced the heterodox tendencies of 

Silvestris and the Chartrians: 

The scholars of Chartres, for instance, following their natural tastes rather than 
any general principles, pursued the study of natural science or of the classics quite 
regardless of theology: in practice they even travelled beyond the borders of 
Christianity.  Bernard Silvestris too in his Cosmography would only admit 
theological considerations under protest.18  

 
In response to Poole’s criticism, Étienne Gilson published a brief article attempting to 

vindicate the Cosmographia.  Gilson defended the various characters within the 

Cosmographia such as Noys, Natura, and Urania, which Poole regarded as pagan entities, 

on the basis of allegory.19  This conflict tempered Andre Vernet’s fundamental 

dissertation in 1938, which presents both the most comprehensive biography of Bernard 

Silvestris as well as critical editions of most of the Mathematicus and Experimentarius.20  

Vernet’s pivotal work signaled the transition in scholarship regarding the Cosmographia 

from polemics and apologetics to a genuine interest in the text and its influences. 

                                                
18.   R.L. Poole,  Illustrations of the History of Medieval Thought and Learning,148.   

19.  Etienne Gilson, “La Cosmogonie de Bernardus Silvestris,” 5-24. 

20.   Andre Vernet, Recherches su l’auteur et l’oeuvre, suives d’une edition critique de la 
“Cosmographia”, dissertation, Ecole des Chartes (Paris, 1938).  The value of this sole critical edition is 
immense, and, although both Wetherbee and Dronke hint that Vernet was preparing a published edition of 
the dissertation, the work nevertheless remains unpublished.   
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 Following Vernet’s example, scholars began to evaluate the Cosmographia based 

on its artistic and literary merits, seeking to discern the authors and texts that formed its 

foundation.  In 1948, Theodore Silverstein, accepting Silvestris’ orthodoxy as a given, 

presents one of the first critical analyses of the various sources that contributed to the 

Cosmographia.  Silverstein identifies and distinguishes the influences of authors such as 

Ovid, Macrobius, Calcidius, Boethius, and Martianus Capella, particularly tracing how 

they contributed to Silvestris’ presentation of the theophanies, and how these various 

influences shaped his broad allegorical model. Robert Woolsey first identified the 

influence of the Hermetic dialogue Asclepius within the Cosmographia, citing Silvestris’ 

use of such figures as Imarmene, Pantomorphos, and Oyarses that are unique to 

Asclepius.  

 In 1972, Brian Stock published his book Myth and Science in the Twelfth Century, 

which was the first full-length monograph to date almost exclusively devoted to the 

Cosmographia.  Stock engages in an examination of the entire Cosmographia, with 

ample quotes and a strong command of Silvestris’ sources.  However, Stock approaches 

the Cosmographia with the narrow intention of attempting to place the Cosmographia in 

the same category as the works of his Chartrian contemporaries, William of Conches and 

Thierry of Chartres.  Stock largely discounts the literary value of the Cosmographia, and 

rejects the work as one of theological significance.  At the same time, he establishes the 

presence of Arabic science, namely geometry and astronomy, within the work.  

Wetherbee, in his English translation of the Cosmographia, provides a comprehensive 

summary of previous scholarship in his excellent introduction to the work. He discusses 
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Silvestris’ influences, but also emphasizes the Cosmographia’s position as a work of 

unique literary, scientific, and theological significance.  Much like Stock, Wetherbee 

stresses Silvestris’ originality and ability to incorporate so many Classical and 

contemporary references while still maintaining his own poetic identity.21  Peter Dronke 

released his Latin edition of the Cosmographia in 1978, and, like Wetherbee’s 

translation, his own edition contains invaluable introductory material.  Whereas 

Wetherbee primarily discussed Silvestris’ interaction with his contemporaries and their 

works in his introduction, Dronke heavily emphasizes Silvestris’ Classical influences, 

focusing in the metrical and poetic intricacies of the work.22  Following his Latin edition 

of the Cosmographia, Dronke released an article focusing specifically on Silvestris’ 

cosmic heroine, Natura.  In this article, Dronke builds off the foundation of a previous 

article written by F. J. E. Raby concerning the role of Natura within cosmography, but 

offers a perspective focused primarily on Silvestris and the Cosmographia.23  Raby’s 

article discussed the role of Natura in cosmographies, but he focused on Natura as an 

essentially passive figure, granting only brief mention to the Cosmographia.  Dronke, on 

the other hand, emphasized Natura’s active role as the impetus for the action in the 

Cosmographia.  He traces how Natura had previously been a passive and subordinate 

figure in various fertility cults dedicated to Earth goddesses such as Tellus, Terra, and 

                                                
21.  See Wetherbee, Cosmographia, 1-62.  

22.  See Dronke, Cosmographia, 1-91.  

23.  See F. J. E. Raby, “Nuda Natura and Twelfth-Century Cosmology,” 72-77; and Dronke, 
“Bernard Silvestris, Natura, and Personification,”16-31. 
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Gaia.  Then, he asserts that Silvestris’ personification of Natura as an active being as 

opposed to a passive manifestation is essentially unique, citing how little to no precedent 

of a personified Natura existed prior to the Cosmographia and how after the 

Cosmographia many works, such as Alan of Lille’s De planctu Natura, offer similar 

renderings.  Following Dronke’s precedent, Peter Godman published an article discussing 

the importance of the personification of the other theophanies, such as Urania and Physis, 

and how they fit together hierarchically.24  Godman asserts not only that Urania, Natura, 

and Physis exist in a hierarchical relationship that mirrors their positioning in the 

universe, i.e.  Urania is superior given her position at the height of the firmament, and 

Physis is subordinate because of her position on Earth.  Furthermore, he begins to 

examine how these relationships transcended the Cosmographia and apply to Silvestris’ 

social context.  

Peter Godman’s most recent work concerning the Cosmographia continues the 

study of the Cosmographia’s social significance that he began in his earlier article.  In 

this book, Godman examines how Silvestris figured into the academic disputes of the 

twelfth century for the first time.  Although Silvestris is by no means Godman’s focus, 

and even though the Cosmographia plays a small role in the book, Godman nevertheless 

contends that Silvestris addressed the various contentious issues of the twelfth century in 

the Cosmographia.  Peter Godman insinuates that Silvestris wrote the Cosmographia to 

fulfill a variety of functions.  Although it was superficially an account of creation, 

                                                
24.   Peter Godman, “The Search for Urania: Cosmological Myth in Bernardus Silvestris and 

Pontano,” 70-98. 
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Silvestris arranged its stylistic and thematic elements in such a way that he presented 

various levels of commentary concerning pressing social and political issues of his day.  

Ultimately, the collaboration of the various themes and commentaries within the 

Cosmographia presents the model of a structure of power that is perpetuated through 

ideological authority, and this ideological authority is buttressed and maintained by 

defining and enforcing orthodoxy.  Silvestris asserts that the precedent for this model 

exists both in the structure of the cosmos as well as in the relationships between the 

various systems that govern it.  By appealing to a cosmological model, Silvestris drew a 

parallel between his proposed model of power and the divine truth that ordered the 

cosmos 

 
Bernardus Silvestris’ Writings 

 
 Like many medieval authors, Bernardus Silvestris’ canon of surviving writings 

remains both ambiguous and contested.  For many of his alleged writings, there exists no 

sure signifier of his authorship.  Nevertheless, despite these hindrances, scholars have 

attributed a number of works to Silvestris based on stylistic considerations.. 

 Amidst the uncertainty, three works stand out as preeminent examples of 

Silvestris’ works: the Cosmographia, Mathematicus, and Experimentarius.  The 

Cosmographia is Silvestris’ most popular work, and presents a creation account of both 

the Macrocosmos (the firmament) and the Microcosmos (man).  Silvestris adopts a 

predominantly Platonic stance in the Cosmographia, and he incorporates his other 

influences into this framework.  Some fifty manuscripts of the Cosmographia survive, 

which suggests that this was Silvestris’ most popular and most copied work.  Since Poole 
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established the distinction between Bernard of Chartres and Silvestris for modern 

scholarship, Silvestris’ authorship of the Cosmographia has been accepted.    The 

Mathematicus, another poetic work heavily saturated with Classical influences, 

accompanies the Cosmographia as one of Silvestris’ universally accepted works.   

Approximately seventeen manuscripts of the Mathematicus still exist, many of which 

appear alongside the Cosmographia.25  Likewise, scholars attribute the didactic 

Experimentarius, which primarily discusses astronomy, to Silvestris.  Dronke notes that 

although no definitive proof of Silvestris’ authorship exists for the Experimentarius, the 

work significantly reflects his style.  Furthermore, no scholarship challenging Silvestris’ 

authorship exists, so he tacitly accepts it among Silvestris’ canon due to the lack of 

opposition.26  Approximately twenty known manuscripts exist, some in conjunction with 

the Cosmographia and Mathematicus, but the work has been heavily edited, and the 

original text is often obscured.  Beyond these three works, others are attributed to 

Silvestris, but with significantly less certainty. 

One of the most debated works is the Commentum super sex libros Aneidos.  For 

a long time, scholars believed that Bernard of Chartres had written the commentary, due 

to the obscure signature of Bernardus Cartonensis on one of the manuscripts.  While the 

belief that Bernard of Chartres has authored the work has largely been dispelled, a 

consensus of Silvestris’ authorship has not been reached.  The Commentum is one of the 

                                                
25.   Peter Dronke, Fabula: Explorations into the Uses of Myth in Medieval Platonism, (Leidin: 

Brill 1974), 64.   

26.  Dronke, Cosmographia, 4.  
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only medieval commentaries on the Aeneid still in existence, as well as the longest, and 

scholars such as Dronke, Baswell, and Ward Jones Jr. accept Silvestris as the author. 27  

The commentary represents the harmony between Silvestris’ Platonic tendencies and his 

extreme breadth of knowledge about Classical authors.  

Further reasons presented in favor of Silvestris’ authorship of the Commentum 

include the predominantly Platonic perspective of the Commentum as well as the 

presence of its manuscript alongside other works associated with Silvestris.  Dronke dates 

the commentary to the 1120’s, during which time Silvestris was likely teaching at Tours 

or Chartres, and Baswell focuses on the didactic nature of the work.  The author focused 

heavily on both issues of allegory and sins of the flesh, and Baswell argues in accord with 

Dronke that Silvestris likely used this work to instruct his students.  On the other hand 

Vernet and E.R. Smits have rejected Silvestris’ authorship, primarily on the claim that the 

only existing manuscript dates from the 1250’s.28  

Additionally, commentaries on Martianus Capella’s De Nuptiis Aeneid and 

Calcidius’ translation of the Timaeus accompany the manuscript of the Commentum 

super sex libros Aeneidos, and, while Silvestris’ cannot definitively be identified as the 

author, it is generally accepted that whoever authored the Aeneid commentary likewise 

                                                
27.  See Dronke, Cosmographia, 3-4;  Christopher Baswell, “The Medieval Allegorization of the 

Aeneid: MS Cambridge, Peterhouse 158;” and Ward Jones, Jr., “The So-Called Silvestris Commentary on 
the Aeneid and Two Other Interpretations.”  

28.  See, Vernet, Recherches, and E.R. Smits, “New Evidence for the Authorship of the 
Commentary on the First Six Books of Vergil’s Eneid Commonly Attributed to Bernardus Silvestris.”   
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wrote the other two.29  Lastly, two short poems De gemellis and De paupere ingrato 

appear alongside the Cosmographia and Mathematicus in three manuscripts.  These 

shorter poems resemble Silvestris’ longer works; nevertheless, there is no definitive proof 

of his authorship.  Even so, Dronke asserts that, if they are not from Silvestris’ own hand, 

that one of his students from Tours must have written them.30  

 

Dates and Manuscripts of the ‘Cosmographia’ 

Perhaps Silvestris’ most famous and enduring work, the Cosmographia, best 

represents his characteristic fusion of the trivium with the quadrivium, the Classical with 

the contemporary, and the scientific with the poetic.  The only evidence that exists 

providing a means for dating the Cosmographia is a marginal gloss in one of its 

manuscripts.31  Although even this testimony has been debated,32 Dronke argues for its 

validity and thus asserts that the Cosmographia must have been complete by the years 

1147-8 during Eugenius’s travels in France because the style of the Cosmographia 

resembles that of the Commentum super sex libros Aeneidos much more than the style of 

Silvestris’ later works.   

                                                
29.  Dronke, Cosmographia, 3-4.    

30.  Ibid, 5-6.  Dronke makes this argument because of the similarity of the content between the 
poems and the commentary, claiming that the humanistic approach and style are representative of the 
school at Tours. 

31.  Dronke, Cosmographia, 2. 

32.  Stock, argues that the marginal gloss is invalid because he believes the manuscript to date 
later than 1250, Dronke discounts this claim as false, believing that the manuscript dates from earlier in the 
twelfth century.  See Dronke, Cosmographia, 66.  
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Over fifty-five manuscripts of the Cosmographia exist, in varying degrees of 

integrity.  Some manuscripts include only one of the two primary sections within the 

Cosmographia, that is either the Macrocosmos or the Microcosmos, whereas other 

manuscripts are fragmentary or mutilated.  Even so, the most popular manuscript cited by 

the few printed editions of the Cosmographia that are available is the Oxford Bodleian 

Laud misc. 515, fols. 182r-219r. The Bodleian Laud manuscript is largely considered one 

of the most authentic and intact, dating from the early thirteenth century.  Both Barach-

Wrobel’s and Dronke’s Latin editions of the Cosmographia used the Oxford manuscript 

as their base manuscript, and Winthrop Wetherbee also used it as the basis for his 1973 

English translation.33  Even so, Andre Vernet’s 1939 dissertation presents the only critical 

edition of the Cosmographia to date, and is not available in print.34 

  

The Genre of Cosmography 

The genre of cosmography served a variety of purposes for the twelfth century 

academic.  Whereas some scholars, such as William of Conches used cosmography to 

describe and catalogue creation in terms of natural science and observation, others, such 

as Gilbert of Poitiers used it as a means for exploring unobservable theological and 

                                                
33.  See Dronke, Cosmographia, 64-67; Wetherbee, Cosmographia, 63-4; and De mundi 

universitate, ed. C.S. Barach, J. Wrobel.  In addition to the Oxford Bodleian Laud misc. 515 manuscript, 
Dronke’s edition (the one used within this paper) also consults the following auxiliary manuscripts: Paris 
B.N. lat. 7994, fols. 114v-146v (s. XIII); Paris B.N. lat. 14194, fols 56r-90v (s. XII/XIII); Paris B.N. lat. 
3245, fols 21r-35v (s. XV); London B.L. Sloane 2477, fols 2r-21r (s. XIII); Cambridge U.L. Kk. iv. 25, 
fols. 127r-134v (s. XIII); London B.L. Cotton Cleopatra A.XIV, fols. 2r-28r (s. XIII); and London B.L. 
Royal 15.A.XXXII, fols. 2r-42v (s. XIII).   

34.  See Dronke, Cosmographia, vii.  
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philosophical questions through allegory and metaphor.  Silvestris’ contemporaries 

viewed allegory as a legitimate and admirable vehicle for scholarly dissertation, so many 

academics of the time used highly allegorized accounts to discuss complex and highly 

theoretical subjects.  The intersection between Classical and contemporary texts often 

depended on the use and interpretation of allegory.  Christian scholars of the twelfth 

century justified the use of Pagan Classical texts by depicting them as symbolic 

representations of a reality dominated by Christian ideology.  As such, Silvestris’ 

decision to use the genre of cosmography as his vehicle for discussing theologically and 

politically volatile questions represented both his desire to engage in the practice of 

Classical humanism as well as participate in the relevant theological dialogue of his 

contemporaries.     

 

The Cosmographia 

 The first section of the Cosmographia, titled the Macrocosmos tells the story of 

Natura, who complains to Noys about the chaotic and ugly state of the universe.  Noys is 

the embodiment of both Divine Providence and the manifestation of the sapientia of the 

Godhead within the Cosmographia.  Natura laments the formless and boundless state of 

Hyle, also called Silva, who represents the entire material substance of the universe.  The 

unrestrained elements rage within Hyle’s womb, and exist in a perpetual state of chaos.  

Moved by Natura’s petition on behalf of Silva-Hyle, Noys agrees to bring form, 

harmony, and aesthetic order into the universe.   Noys then organizes the universe by 

separating the contentious elements, establishing them in equilibrium with each other.  
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Subsequently, she places every piece of creation in the Macrocosmos appropriately 

according to its form and nature.  She arranges the stars, places the planets in order, 

separates and restrains the four winds, and also creates the earth.  On earth, she creates 

the mountains, the rivers, the trees, as well as the various categories of animals.  After she 

arranges the cosmos, she forms Endelechia, the world soul, from purely divine substance, 

and unites Endelechia and Silva-Hyle with a proportional bond that ensures harmony 

between heavenly and material nature.  Lastly, Noys establishes the structure that 

maintains and perpetuates the Macrocosmos: Endelechia provides the substance for souls, 

Imarmene provides the material for bodies, and Natura creates the bonds that join the two 

together. 

Following Noys’ arrangement of the universe Natura marvels at Noys’ work, but 

Noys seeks to perfect her work through the creation of man.  Noys includes Natura in the 

task of creating man, sending her on a quest through the cosmos to seek Urania and 

Physis, who will aid her.  Natura travels through the firmaments, and on the course of her 

journey Silvestris catalogues the many wonders of creation, including the planets and 

stars.  Natura finds Urania gazing in wonder into the supreme goodness of the Godhead, 

whom Silvestris also calls Tugaton.  Tugaton is the supreme divine essence that 

comprises the substance of  Noys, Natura, and the other theophanies.  Together, Natura 

and Urania descend from the firmament to the earth, where they find Physis enraptured 

by the complexities of creation.  Once they awake Physis, Noys appears and tasks them 

each with a specific function in the creation of man.  Noys orders Urania to fashion 

man’s soul, Physis to construct his body, and Natura to create the bonds that will bind the 



 

 80 

soul to the body.  In the course of describing each task, Silvestris engages in a discussion 

of man’s nature and destiny.  He depicts man as a paradox of unity and diversity: Urania 

fashioned his soul from heavenly substance, Physis formed his body out of the conflicting 

elements, and both of these simultaneously exist within him because Natura joined them 

together in harmonious portion.  As Silvestris describes the creation of man, he 

emphasizes man’s identity as the Microcosmos.  He describes how the human body 

reflects the structures of the Macrocosmos.  For example, the brain, which houses the 

body’s soul and governs the rest of the body sits in the skull, at the peak of the human 

body.  This parallels the structure of the Macrocosmos, in which God, who governs the 

rest of the cosmos, resides at the topmost point of the firmament.   Lastly, Silvestris 

discusses the human destiny.  He describes the human soul as divine and eternal, the 

indelible mark of God’s sapientia that is ushered down from the vaults of the firmament 

and placed within man’s material body.  He describes the body as the soul’s prison, and 

when the human body dies, its bonds to the soul dissolve and the soul ascends back to its 

true home among the stars. 

 
Influences within the Cosmographia35 

 
 Bernardus’ Cosmographia represents a fusion of the scientific and artistic trends 

that shaped the scholastic landscape of the early twelfth century, as well as the increasing 

tendency towards a humanistic incorporation of Classical sources attributed primarily to 
                                                

35.  Great recognition is due to the introductions of Peter Dronke’s Latin edition of the 
Cosmographia as well as Winthrop Wetherbee’s English translation of The Cosmographia.  Both texts 
include detailed analyses of Silvestris’ possible influences, and these discussions provided the foundation 
and guidance for exploring SIlvestris’ sources on an individual basis.  
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the schools at Chartres and Tours.   Silvestris’ school at Tours heavily studied Classical 

texts.  Hildebert, Archbishop of Tours from 1125-1132, displayed great mastery over 

both the stylistic and thematic properties of Classical Roman authors, and likely 

contributed to developing Silvestris’ own knowledge in these texts.  This Classical 

foundation, when combined with the scientific and Platonic influences of his other 

contemporaries such as Thierry of Chartres, imbued Silvestris’ work with considerable 

breadth and depth.   The Cosmographia exhibits not only a mastery of rhetoric and 

linguistics but also a keen knowledge of the quadrivium and natural sciences. Even so, 

although Silvestris drew heavily from both ancient and contemporary sources, the 

Cosmographia nevertheless stood out as an unique achievement that could “hardly be 

accounted for in terms of a tradition, or of continuities.”36  Despite the  heavy 

incorporation of authorities into the Cosmographia, Silvestris did not conform to the 

purposes of the authors he cited, but rather used them as a foundation for his own 

innovative assertions. 

The Classical influences that Silvestris incorporates into the Cosmographia stem 

primarily from Lucretius, Cicero, Ovid, and Apuleius.  In many ways, the relationship 

between Silvestris’ Cosmographia and the cosmographical works of his Chartrian 

contemporaries mirrors that of Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Lucretius’ De rerum natura.  

Although Ovid relied on the material within the De rerum natura for the scientific 

content of his cosmogony in the Metamorphoses Book I, he nevertheless presented this 

                                                
36.   Peter Dronke, “Bernard Silvestris, Natura, and Personification.” Journal of the Warburg and 

Courtauld Institutes 43 (1980): 31.   
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material with distinctive poetic flair.  Similarly, Silvestris adopts an Ovidian model when 

he incorporates the scientific material of his contemporaries such as Bernard and Thierry 

of Chartres into the greater mythopoetic structure of the Cosmographia.  Nevertheless, 

Silvestris does include some distinctly Lucretian notions in the Cosmographia, namely 

the identification of the formative elements of creation as semina rerum and the idea that 

the substrate of created forms is eternal.37  Silvestris, like Lucretius, believes that the 

fundamental building blocks of creation, the elements in particular, exist eternally--they 

were neither created, nor does their essence perish with their form.38  Thus Lucretius 

serves as a foundation for some of the aspects of natural science within the 

Cosmographia, Cicero on the other hand provides Silvestris with part of his philosophical 

foundation. 

 Cicero’s cosmographical work De natura deorum provides the material for two 

important ideas within the Cosmographia: first, the notion that fire is both an ethereal 

and life-giving element,39 and second, the idea that the universe is both ordered and 

                                                
37.  See: De rerum natura I.59: et semina rerumappellare suemus et haec eadem usurpare 

corpora prima, quod ex illis sunt omnia primis; and Macrocosmos II.vi.7: In illa quidem congerie 
repugnantia sibi semina [rerum]. 

38. See De rerum natura I.248-9: Haud igiture redit ad nilum res ulla, sed omnes discidio redeunt 
in corpora materiai; and Macrocosmos IV.iii.1-3 and iv.1-3: Sic igitur Providentia de generibus ad 
species, de speciebus ad individua, de individuis ad sua rursus principia, repetitis amfractibus rerum 
originem retorquebat. [. . . ] Rerum porro universitas, mundus, nec invalida senectute decrepitus, nec 
suppremo est obitu dissolvendus. . .  

39.  Regarding vivifying fire see: De natura deorum II.x.27: Iam vero reliqua quarta pars mundi: 
ea et ipsa tota natura fervida est et ceteris naturis omnibus salutarem inpertit et vitalem calorem;  and  
Macrocosmos IV.ii.1-4:  Ignis namque ethereus, sociabilis et maritus, gremio Telluris coniugis affusus, 
generationem rerum publicam, quam de calore suo producit ad vitam, eam inferioribus elementis comodat 
nutriendam.  Regarding the role of divine providence, see:   De natura deorum II.xxx.75: Dico igitur 
providentia deorum mundum et omnes mundi partes et initio constitutas esse et omni tempore administrari; 
and Macrocosmos II. 
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administered by divine providence.  As part of his artistic model, Silvestris personifies 

Cicero’s perception of divine providence through the theophany Noys, who is styled as 

the “consummate and profound reason of God, the knowledge and judgment of the divine 

will in the disposition of things.”40  Nevertheless, in both texts divine providence serves 

the same role, although Silvestris eschews Cicero’s inherent Stoicism.  

Ovid’s Metamorphoses perhaps influences the Cosmographia more than any 

other Classical work.  Silvestris not only constructs his overall poetic structure around the 

Ovidian model from the Metamorphoses but also emphasizes many prominent themes 

from the Metamorphoses.  Although Ovid never specifically delineates between the 

“macrocosmos” and “microcosmos” in the Metamorphoses, the progression of the poem 

nevertheless heavily emphasizes the parallel relationship between man and the cosmos as 

it pertains to his foundational themes of nova corpora and formas mutatas.41  On the 

other hand, Silvestris overtly presents this parallel relationship through his division of the 

Cosmographia into its two primary sections, the Macrocosmos and Microcosmos.  

Beyond the structure of the Cosmographia, Silvestris focuses intently on Ovid’s guiding 

themes of nova corpora and formas mutatas.  Like Ovid, Silvestris notes both the 

necessity for form within the cosmos while simultaneously stressing its impermanence; 

the cosmos began as a shapeless mass desiring form, and, despite being artfully arranged 

and ordered, it nevertheless perpetually gravitates towards chaos.  Furthermore, both 

                                                
40.  Macrocosmos II.1.5-8: Nois ego, dei ratio profundius exquisita . . . scientia et arbitraria 

divine voluntatis ad dispositionem rerum. 

41.  See Metamorphoses I.1-2: In nova fert animus mutatas dicere formas // corpora . . .  
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authors further emphasize this cyclical theme of formation and dissipation by framing 

their works with statements about the transient nature of ordered existence. When Ovid 

first states nulli sua forma manebat,42 he presents it as a purely linear and entropic notion: 

formlessness existed solely as the sustenance of chaos; however, when he reprises this 

statement in Pythagoras’ speech in Book XV, he emphasizes the cyclical nature of 

existence, and the ever present tendency towards formlessness is presented within the 

ordered construct of perpetual material rebirth:  

Nothing maintains its own shape, and nature the renewer of things restores some 
forms from others: believe me, nothing perishes within the totality of the cosmos, 
but varies and alters its form; what is called “being born” is to begin as another 
form, which did not exist before, and likewise to die is to cease to exist as the 
same form.  Although this form and that form are perhaps transferred here and 
there, the sum of all things nevertheless remains constant.43 

 
Silvestris parallels Ovid’s presentation of this theme in the Cosmographia.  At the 

beginning of the Cosmographia he heavily emphasizes Silva, the primordial 

manifestation of Chaos, as a formless being who longed for melior forma.44 Moreover, at 

the very close of the Cosmographia, Silvestris includes a statement on the perpetual 

nature of the universe that highly resembles Pythagoras’ speech at the end of the 

Metamorphoses: 

                                                
42.  Metamorphoses I.17  

43.  Nec species sua cuique manet, rerumque novatrixex aliis alias reparat natura figuras: nec 
perit in toto quicquam, mihi credite, mundo, sed variat faciem novat, nascique vocatur incipere esse aliud, 
quam quod fuit ante, morique desinere illud idem.  Cum sint huc forsitan illa, haec translata illuc, summa 
tamen omnia constant (Metamorphoses XV.251-8). 

44.  Silvestris presents Silva as informe chaos and dissona massa who lives informi squalore 
(Macrocosmos I.18-40).  Likewise, Silvestris notes Silva’s desire for form:  Rursus et ecce cupit res 
antiquissima nasci Ortu Silva novo, circumscribique figuris (Macrocosmos I.35-6). 
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The very nature of the cosmos flows into itself, abiding, it survives and is 
nourished by its own continuous fluctuating: thus that which rushes away will be 
added again to the totality of things, nothing dies just once, so that it might be 
able to perish perpetually.45 

 
Thus, Silvestris relies very heavily on an Ovidian model, not only structurally but also 

thematically.  Ovid’s preoccupation with the fluctuation and nature of forms changed into 

new bodies, translates heavily into both Silvestris’ construction of the Cosmographia as 

well as the thematic substance of the literary cosmos he creates. 

 Lastly, the Cosmographia exhibits signs indicating that the works of Apuleius, 

who lived over a century after Ovid, influenced Silvestris.  First, Silvestris directly quotes 

Apuleius’ De Dogmate Platonis when he describes the mind as the “palace of the 

head”.46  Secondly, Silvestris describes that material of celestial bodies, the Ether, in a 

manner that highly resembles Apuleius’ description within De mundo.47  As the examples 

from these previous authors show, Silvestris drew heavily from Classical authors as 

stylistic models, and he often directly quoted them within the Cosmographia.  Silvestris 

would subsequently draw much the substance of much of his content from later authors, 

but his style and poetic presentation reveals a predominantly Classical disposition. 
                                                

45.  Influit ipsa sibi mundi natura, superstes Permanet et fluxu pascitur usque suo: Scilicet ad 
summam rerum iactura recurrit, Nec semel --ut possit sepe perire-- perit (Microcosmos XIV.171-5). 

46.  See De Dogmate Platonis XIII: Sed machinamenta, quibus ad sentiendas et diiudicandas 
qualitates sensus instructi sunt, ibidem erga regiam capitis constituta esse in conspectu rationis, ut 
intellegendi ac persentiscendi veritas adiuvetur; and Microcosmos XIII.xiv: Sic igitur ibidem, erga regiam 
capitis, machinamenta collocat internuntia sentiendi, ut, de proximo sensibus interpellantibus, de proximo 
prodeat qui iudicet intellectus.  

47.  See De mundo I: Sec caelum ipsum stellaeque caeligenae omnisque siderea conpago aether 
vocatur [. . . ] elementum non unum ex quattuor quae nota sunt cunctis, sed longe aliud, numero quintum, 
primum ordina, genere divinum et inviolabile; and Microcosmos III.x: Ether omnisque compago siderea 
non elementale est conpositum, sed ab elementis numero quintum, ordine primum, genere divinum, natura 
invariabile.    
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 The authors of Late Antiquity and the Early Medieval period often reflected the 

transitional nature of the time within their writings.  Although historians traditionally date 

the fall of Rome to 476 C.E., a specific point on a timeline poorly represents the already 

well-developed trend of decentralization within the empire.  The Roman Empire had been 

in the process of decline long before the urbs Romana itself fell.  Thus, the “Fall of Rome 

in 476” ought not to be considered too pivotal of a date in the context of the transition 

from “Late Antiquity” to “Early Medieval,” because it is impossible to trace a specific 

line that separates the Roman from the Medieval.  The necessity of understanding a 

gradient and varying degree of application likewise applies to the notion of Christianity 

within the territories of the Roman Empire.  When Constantine I issued the Edict of 

Milan in 313 C.E., legalizing Christianity, and Theodosius I issued the Edict of 

Thessalonica in 380 C.E., proclaiming Christianity the sole Imperial religion, this did not 

ensure the homogeneous establishment of Christianity within the empire.  Long before 

these dates scattered communities within the Roman Empire practiced Christianity 

despite the consequences, and, similarly, the paganism of the Late Empire, embodied 

within various mystery cults, continued long after it was outlawed.  Furthermore, just as 

traditionally Roman and traditionally Barbarian communities often lived side by side, 

each greatly influencing the other, so too did synchronicity and incorporation 

predominantly characterize the interaction between Christianity and Roman-Barbaric 

paganism.  Peter Brown’s invaluable research into the prominence of the “Cult of the 

Saints” within Christianity from the 2nd to 7th centuries calls attention to the many 

sympathetic tendencies of religious practice between the Christians and Pagans of this 
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era.48  Ironically, in some instances, the pagan cults of Mithras or Isis practiced a religion 

that more closely resembled a Christian model of monotheism than that practiced by 

Christians of Late Antiquity who adhered to various Saintly cults.  Given the great 

amount of exposure and exchange between the traditionally sequestered groups of 

“Romans” and “Barbarians,” “Christians” and “Pagans” it is no surprise that the writings 

of the period exhibited the same level of comfort with this tendency towards 

synchronicity and inclusion as the society from which they emerged.  Silvestris in turn 

would incorporate this tradition of synthesis that he received from Late Antique-Early 

Medieval authors such as Boethius, Martianus Capella, and Calcidius, into his 

Cosmographia.   

 Structurally, although Silvestris formed the thematic foundation for the structure 

of the Cosmographia, that is the delineation between the Macrocosmos and 

Microcosmos, from an Ovidian model, he nevertheless constructed the physical and 

textual structure of the Cosmographia based on the examples of Boethius and Martianus 

Capella.  Silvestris organized the subsections of the Macrocosmos and Microcosmos 

prosimetrically into alternating sections of verse and prose.  This model has direct 

precedent within Boethius’ De Consolatione Philosophiae and Martianus Capella’s De 

nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii.  Moreover, aside from structural considerations, 

Silvestris likewise incorporated thematic elements of each work into the Cosmographia.  

                                                
48.  See: Peter Brown, Authority and the Sacred: Aspects of the Christianisation of the Roman 

World (Cambridge 1995); The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago 
1982); and Power and Persuasion in Late Antiquity: Towards a Christian Empire (University of 
Wisconsin, 1992). 
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Most prominently from De Consolatione Philosophiae, Silvestris draws his notion of 

eternality versus temporality.  Within the Cosmographia, eternality is depicted as a 

singular point, from which time departs, and to which time again returns.  Eternity exists 

as a singular instant, distinguished from temporality and the progression of time insofar 

as it cannot be divided:  

Time, setting out from eternity, is returned again into the bosom of eternity.  From 
unity it departs into diversity and from stability to movement.  The moments of 
time: the instant present, the digressions of the past, and the anticipation of what 
is to come.  And so time continues along these paths, always ebbing and flowing.  
[. . .] If it were possible that time not divide into numbers, nor to flow forth in 
movement, then time would be the same as eternity.49 

 
This mirrors Boethius’ statements within De Consolatione Philosophiae that “Eternality 

is the total and complete possession of unending life” and that “nothing which is 

established in time is able to comprehend the total span of its life completely”.50  

Furthermore, Silvestris’ interpretation of eternity versus temporality as it pertains to 

divinity highly resembles Boethius’ belief that God’s eternal existence is a singular, 

indivisible “instant” that transcends the linear parameters of time: 

God ought not be considered older than his established creations by any quantity 
of time, but rather by the property of his singular nature.  For the infinite motion 
of temporal things imitates this present state of immutable life, and because it is 

                                                
49. Macrocosmos IV.xi.4-9: Ab eternitate tempus initians in eternitatis resolvitur gremium, 

longiore circulo fatigatum.  De unitate ad numerum, de stabilitate digreditur ad momentum.  Momenta 
temporis: presentis instantia, excursus preteriti, expectatio futuri.  Has itaque vias itu semper redituque 
continuat; and IV.12.4-6: Si fieri possit ne decidat in numberos, ne defluat in momentum, idem tempus est 
quod eternum. 

50.  De Consolatione Philosophiae V.vi.4: Aeternitas igitur est interminabilis uitae tota simul et 
perfecta possessio; and V.vi.5: quicquid uiuit in tempore id praesens a praeteritis in futura procedit 
nihilque est in tempore constitutum quod totum uitae suae spatium pariter possit amplecti, sed crastinum 
quidem nondum apprehendit hesternum uero iam perdidit; in hodierna quoque uita non amplius uiuitis 
quam in illo mobili transitorioque momento. 
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not able to portray or represent this, it falls from immutability into motion, and 
descends from from the simplicity of the present into the infinite span of the past 
and future.51 

 
Thus, Silvestris adopts the core of his complex model of eternity and time from Boethius, 

particularly in that he presents eternity and time as separate natures of existence, even 

though he acknowledges that time represents the singular model of eternity and is, in 

fact, an emanation from eternity itself.  Furthermore, the influence of Martianus Capella’s 

De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii is most evident within the Cosmographia in Natura’s 

opening address to Noys: 

Nature appeared to lament to God, and to Urge Noys, his boundless mind: 
‘Noys, image of unfailing life, God born from God, foremost substance of truth, 
wielder of the eternal design, my true Minerva.52 

 
Whereas Silvestris depicts Noys, the profunda mens dei as vera Minerva, Martianus 

Capella on the other hand describes Pallas, prudentia sacra Tonantis as divumque 

hominumque sacer nus.53  Thus, Silvestris incorporates the traditional Classical trope 

depicting Minerva as the mind of Jove into his own characterization of Noys as the mens 

dei and Minerva by means of Martianus Capella’s stylistic model within De nuptiis 

Philologiae et Mercurii. 

                                                
51.  Ibid, V.vi.11-12: Neque deus conditis rebus antiquior uideri debet temporis quantitate sed 

simplicis potius proprietate naturae. Hunc enim uitae immobilis praesentarium statum infinitus ille 
temporalium rerum motus imitatur, cumque eum effingere atque aequare non possit, ex immobilitate deficit 
in motum, ex simplicitate praesentiae decrescit in infinitam futuri ac praeteriti quantitatem. 

52.  Macrocosmos I.3-6: Visa deo Natura queri, mentemque profundam compellase Noym: ‘Vite 
viventis ymago, Prima, Noys --deus--orta deo, substantia veri, consilii tenor eterni, michi vera minerva. . .’ 

53.  De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii VI.567: Virgo armata decens, rerum sapientia, Pallas, 
Aetherius fomes, mens et sollertia fati, Ingenium mundi, prudentia sacra Tonantis. 
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 Silvestris’ Cosmographia displays the influence of many of the previously 

mentioned authors in a predominantly stylistic manner, that is, he utilizes the literary 

tropes and methods of these authors to communicate the content of his work within 

traditional Classical poetic models.  On the other hand, Silvestris derives the majority of 

the astrological and cosmological content within the Cosmographia from Calcidius’ 

Commentarius in Timaeum Platonis, dating from the fourth century C.E.  The whole of 

Calcidius’ Commentarius in Timaeum Platonis includes both an incomplete translation of 

the majority of the Platonic dialogue from Greek to Latin as well as Calcidius’ own 

original commentary.  Both the translation and commentary were widely disseminated 

and available, as is demonstrated by both the large proportion of integrous manuscripts 

that survive as well as the multitude of commentaries on Calcidius’ commentary that 

were written by Silvestris’ contemporaries, such as Bernard of Chartres and Gilbert of 

Conches.54  As such, Calcidius’ Commentarius as well as the various commentaries by 

Silvestris’ contemporaries served as the basis for much of the scientific and quadrivium-

based knowledge within the Cosmographia.   

 Silvestris constructed the cosmos within his Cosmographia based on the axiom 

that every piece of the formed cosmos existed within the boundaries of a mathematically 

proportional relationship with the rest of the cosmos.  That is, Silvestris presents an 

account where the already existent materials of the cosmos are arranged and placed in 

                                                
54.  For a discussion of the manuscript tradition of Commentarius in Timaeum Platonis see 

Calcidius.  Timaeus/Plato: A Calcidio translatus commentarioque instructus.  Ed.  J.H.  Waszink (Leiden: 
Brill 1975): cvi-cxxxi; and Anna Somfai, “Calcidius’ Commentary on Plato’s Timaeus and its Place in the 
Commentary Tradition: The Concept of Analogia in Text and Diagrams,” Bulletin of the Institute of 
Classical Studies 47 (2004): 203-220. 
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harmony with one another in such a way that they maintain order rather than sustain 

chaos.  The material of both the cosmos and man consists of the four basic elements: fire, 

air, water, and earth, and these four elements constantly exist in contention with one 

another.  Thus, the ordered cosmos depends on the proportional and harmonious 

relationship that maintains the equipoise between the hostile and chaotic tendencies of the 

elements.  Plato’s statement concerning the necessity of joining two opposites with a 

mediating bond is present within the portion of the Timaeus translated by Calcidius, and 

is subsequently one of the most heavily glossed sections within Calcidius’ commentary.  

The Timaeus stresses both the importance of a third mediating bond, and the unifying 

effect it has on the two forces it unites: 

[. . . ] god made fire and earth the foundations of the body of the universe.  And 
no two things can join firmly and indissolubly without a third junction--for  there 
must be a middle connection joining the two ends. [. . .]  For when out of three 
numbers or shapes or any other forms, a mean agrees with the former equally as 
the latter agrees with the mean, and again as the former is to the mean, so too is 
mean to the latter, then surely nothing differentiates the mean from the first and 
the last. . . 55 

  
Furthermore, another important aspect of the Timaeus and Calcidius’ Commentarius is 

the idea that the harmonizing proportion between the elements forms the basis for the 

indissoluble order of the universe: 
                                                

55.  Calcidius, Timaeus 31-32:  [. . . ] ignem terramque corporis mundi fundamenta iecit deus.  
Quoniamque nulla duo sine adiunctione tertii firme et indissolutbiliter cohaerent -- nexu enim medio 
extrema nectente opus est [. . . ] Cum enim ex tribus vel numeris vel molibus vel ulla alia potentia medietas 
imo perinde quadrat ut summitas medio, rursumque ut imum medio, sic medietas summo, tunc certe 
medietas a summo et item imo nihil differt (rursumque extimis illis ad medietatis condicionem atque ad 
eiusdem parilitatem redactis cum mediatas quoque extimorum vicem suscipit, fit, opinor, ut tota materia 
una et eadem ratione societur eoque pacto eadem sibi erunt universa membra, quippe cum eorum sit una 
condicio; unis porro effectis membris unum erit atque idem totum.)  Calcidius specifically cites this passage 
as the basis for his first “geometrical” proof for the validity of the proportional construction of the cosmos 
within his commentary (Commentarius VIII). 
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And so from these four previously mentioned materials a bright, visible, and 
contiguous firmament was constructed, joined in friendship by the harmonizing 
proportion of the parts, to be enduring and indissoluble by any adverse force 
except by the will of its own creator.56 

 
Silvestris relies heavily on this notion of the stable bond affected between two forces by a 

harmonizing mean, especially when he describes Noys as she orders the cosmos.  Much 

like the description from the Timaeus, Noys states that she will instill “amicability within 

the universe, and rule among the elements”.57  Moreover, Silvestris is very clear about his 

assertion that the cosmos is structured around the proportional and mathematical 

arrangement of its materials: 

Base as they were, she made the properties of her unruly and recalcitrant materials 
agreeable, joined them with means, and bound them with numbers.58 

 
Silvestris specifically alludes to Calcidius’ translation through the use of specific terms 

related to arithmetic and proportions such as potentiis and medietatibus.  Silvestris, much 

like Calcidius within his Commentarius, continues to develop this idea within his work, 

and Silvestris ultimately asserts that the firmament (Macrocosmos) and man 

(Microcosmos) are related because they are both created and formed out of harmoniously 

related materials and because a chain a proportionally related materials directly connect 

the two. 

                                                
56.  Timaeus 32:  Atque ita ex quattuor supra dictis materiis praeclaram istam machinam 

visibilem contiguamque fabricatus est amica partium aequilibritatis ratione sociatam, quo immortalis 
indissolubilisque esset adversum omnem casum excepta fabricatoris sui voluntate. 

57.  Macrocosmos II.ii.13: amiciciam mundo, morem gesserim elementis.  

58.  Macrocosmos II.vii.5-7: Rudes ut erant, indisciplinatas reluctantesque materias exequavit 
potentiis, coniunxit medietatibus, numeris illigavit. 
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 Despite heavy Classical influence, contemporary sources, nevertheless, figure 

prominently into the Cosmographia, and Silvestris seamlessly incorporates the writings 

and teachings of such prominent contemporaries as Bernard and Thierry of Chartres, 

William of Conches, and Gilbert of Poitiers into the Classical foundation of the 

Cosmographia.  Reference to authors such as Gilbert of Poitiers and Thierry of Chartres, 

who had been placed on trial for heterodox assertions within their writings, illuminates 

part of Silvestris’ purpose for writing the Cosmographia.  He intended for the 

Cosmographia to serve not only as a model of the created universe, but also as an 

examination of many of the theologically, and subsequently politically, volatile issues of 

the day.  Thus, by responding to the works of his contemporaries, Silvestris includes his 

Cosmographia as one of the voices in the continuing dialogue through which orthodoxy 

was being defined. 

 Bernard of Chartres’ work Glosae super Platonem is one of the most prominent 

contemporary influences within Silvestris’ Cosmographia.  Bernard of Chartres’ gloss 

rendered Calcidius’ Commentarius in Timaeum Platonis as more relevant and convenient 

within the twelfth-century academic landscape.  By the eleventh century, the 

Commentarius’ length and disjunct adherence to the translated portion of the Timaeus 

often proved more burdensome than helpful to both teacher and student alike.  Thus, 

Bernard of Chartres’ subsequent gloss of Calcidius’ Commentarius promoted a new 

perspective of Calcidius’ translation and commentary that had been pruned considerably 

for use by twelfth century scholars. Silvestris in turn incorporates many vital distinctions 

from Bernard of Chartres’ gloss in his Cosmographia.  For instance, whereas Calcidius 
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uses the term omnium opifex to refer to the creative force within the Timaeus, Bernard of 

Chartres includes deus in apposition with omnium opifex, clearly insinuating that the 

Christian deus fulfils the role of Calcidius’ omnium opifex.  Bernard of Chartres further 

draws a parallel between the Christian deus as omnium opifex through his discussion 

concerning the necessity of a creator within the universe: 

And because the world has been created, therefore it has a creator (opificem) and, 
since it may have no other, it has a God (deum).  Therefore, because all things 
created have a creator, so too does the world (have a creator).59 

 
Furthermore, Bernard of Chartres creates distinctions between the roles of deus creator 

and opifex omnium.  Bernard of Chartres specifically describes the deus within his Glosae 

as a creator, emphasizing how his deus created the matter that would be formed into the 

cosmos, as opposed to Calcidius’ opifex, an artisan who merely arranged and ordered 

already existent materials.  Nevertheless, even though Bernard of Chartres draws this 

distinction, he still unites both characteristics in the concept of deus: “And this creator, 

that is God, is also the mover in arranging these things which have always existed.”60  

Lastly, Bernard of Chartres further emphasizes the role of deus creator when he asserts 

the cause of creation: 

Thus we believe that his very will was the cause for which he created the cosmos.  
Because he wished all things to be formed in his likeness, because he created 
order from that which was previously disordered.61 

                                                
59.  The’ Glosae super Platonem’ of Bernard of Chartres. Ed. Paul Edward Dutton (Toronto: 

Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1991).  Glosae 4.94-6: Et quia mundus factus est, igitur habet 
opificem et, cum alium non habeant, deum habet.  Vel quia omnia facta habent opificem, ergo mundus. 

60. Glosae 4.105-6: Et ille auctor, id est deus, est actor in constituendo his quae semper existunt. 

61. Glosae 4.179-82: His habemus voluntatem ipsius esse causam quare fecerit mundum.  Vere 
voluit cuncta effici similia sui, quia ex inordinatis fecit ordinata.  
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In an interesting theological gesture, Bernard of Chartres does not openly commit to the 

idea that God either created the cosmos ex nihilo or that he simply arranged preexisting 

material, subsequently leaving the question largely unanswered.  He recognizes that 

many “philosophers say that God did not create the cosmos from nothing, but rather 

adorned it,” but also concedes that Hyle, the primordial source of matter was “created 

from nothing, lacking origin.”62   In the Cosmographia Silvestris draws heavily from 

Bernard of Chartres’ model of distinguishing the role of  deus creator while 

simultaneously adhering to an overall Platonic framework. 

 Silvestris adopts Bernard of Chartres’ augmentation of the Platonic model through 

the definition of  the roles of creator and opifex as well as auctor and actor, but he 

further distinguishes this tenet, by dissociating the roles between different manifestations 

of God.  Silvestris depicts Tugaton, the supremely divine essence of the godhead, as the 

creative force in the universe.  It is from this divine essence that God bears Noys, the 

“consummate and profound reason of God, [. . . ] the knowledge and judgment of the 

divine will in the disposition of things, [. . .] intellect of the supreme and all-powerful 

God, and a nature born from his divinity”63  Furthermore, Silvestris distinguishes 

between creator and opifex by arguing that the act of arranging the cosmos was distinct 

                                                
62. Glosae 4.194-5: et inde dicunt philosophi non ex nihilo deum fecisse mundum, sed tantum 

exornasse., and 8.14: esse quamdam meteriam confusam in hyle creatam ex nihilo vel origine carentem.  

63.  Macrocosmos II.i.5-7: Porro Nois ego, dei ratio profundius exquisita, quam utique de se, 
alteram se, Usia prima genuit [. . . ] scientia et arbitraria divine vountatis ad dispositionem rerum, and 
xiii.3-4: Ea igitur Noys summi et exsuperantissimi est dei intellectus, et ex eius divinitate nata est Natura. . 
.  
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from its creation; God, the prime and supreme divinity, created the eternal manifestations 

and theophanies such as Noys, the manifestation of His providence and will, and Hyle, 

the primordial representation of created matter.  Subsequently, when Natura appeals to 

Noys to give Hyle a nobler form, she is asking that Noys arrange the cosmos from pre-

existing material, not create it from new material.  Natura clearly alludes to God’s role as 

opifex and auctor in her first speech to Natura at the beginning of the Macrocosmos.  She 

states that an “author ought not disparage his own work” and that “a work ought to 

confess the author who made it!”64  In both these statements she refers to Hyle, the 

material that Noys will eventually arrange into the physical cosmos, as the opus of God, 

who is the auctor.  Furthermore, in her response to Natura’s appeal, Noys emphasizes her 

role as actor, stating that it is her duty to bring about “arrangement and form in the 

cosmos” and to affect the nativitas rerum.65  Thus, Silvestris does not refute Bernard of 

Chartres’ claim that God both created and arranged the cosmos, but he refines and 

clarifies it within his allegorical model.  He effectively separates the acts of creation and 

ornamentation by delegating the arrangement of the physical cosmos to the voluntas et 

mens dei. 

 The previous examples of the many influences that Silvestris incorporated into the 

Cosmographia are by no means comprehensive.  While in recent years modern scholars 

have attempted to trace and identify the ways in which Silvestris specifically references 

                                                
64. Macrocosmos I.14: operique suo non derogat auctor.; and I.64: fateatur opus quis fecerit 

auctor  

65. Macrocosmos II.i.18-9: ne quem Mundo desideras cultus et facies presentius contigisset.  



 

 97 

and alludes to particular authors within the Cosmographia with greater specificity, both 

the broad extent of Silvestris’ humanism and the stylistic and thematic density of the 

Cosmographia render this an extremely difficult task.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Orthodoxy from the Cosmological Model 
 
 

Bernard Silvestris infused his Cosmographia with commentary relevant to the 

social, theological, and political conflicts of his day.  The genre of cosmography granted  

Silvestris considerable freedom, and, when combined with his masterful use of allegory 

and metaphor, Silvestris’ potential enemies had little grounds for raising a theological 

complaint against him.  The blatant and straightforward treatises of Abelard, William of 

Conches, and Gilbert of Poitiers had left their authors vulnerable to attack from Bernard 

of Clairvaux and his followers, whereas the Cosmographia received no known opposition 

from Silvestris’ contemporaries.1  Silvestris incorporated his commentary on such 

volatile issues as the Trinity, dialectics versus rhetoric, the existence of natural 

hierarchies, and the role of church and state so seamlessly into the Cosmographia, that it 

appeared simply as a natural continuation of the literary drama he created.  Other 

mediums of communication followed the example of appealing to cosmology as a means 

of asserting and commenting on orthodoxy without falling victim to it.  The artwork and 

cosmological depictions in various churches, cathedrals, and crypts also offered a 

perspective of the cosmos, its arrangements, and its workings that claimed to adhere to 

orthodoxy.  Likewise, at the same time that academics, theologians, and prelates were 

arguing over the intricacies of orthodoxy, lay people were organizing within their 

                                                
1.  Theodore Silverstein, “The Fabulous Cosmogony of Bernardus Silvestris,” Modern Philology 

Vol. 46, no. 2 (1948): 92.  
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communities in order to promote orthodoxy on a local scale.  Whereas the Cosmographia 

presented a “macrocosmic” discussion of orthodoxy, pertinent only to the elite and 

educated few, the cosmological depictions within church architecture and the movements 

of the laity represented a “microcosmic” assertion of orthodoxy that was universally 

applicable at every level of society.  Through uniting these macro and micro-level models 

of orthodoxy, the papacy under Innocent III was able to establish broad institutional 

power, in conjunction with extensive local authority, on such a level that was 

unprecedented since the Roman empire.    

 
Social, Theological, and Political Commentary within the Cosmographia 

 
 Against the backdrop of the literary drama within the Cosmographia, Bernard 

Silvestris presents a structure and paradigm of orthodoxy and authority.  Similarly, 

Silvestris weaves together the allegorical and metaphorical aspects of the Cosmographia 

and incorporates them with the realistic and scientific content of the work.  He presents 

the trivium and quadrivium, or the poetic and scientific, as co-existent and sympathetic.  

Similarly, rather than taking a sharply academic stand and presenting an overtly 

controversial assertion, Silvestris prefers to present a story explaining the creation of the 

cosmos, purposely elevating the narrative over the imperative.  Because he subtly 

incorporates the scientific with the metaphorical, and the realistic with the allegorical, 

Silvestris is able to make theological and political assertions without triggering the 

animosity of his contemporaries. 

The theophanies and divine manifestations such as Natura, Urania, and Noys 

serve as the impetus and momentum for the action of creation, and it is through their 
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actions and their shaping of the universe that Silvestris constructs his cosmological 

appeal.  The conflicts that the theophanies resolve as they construct the physical universe 

reflect the same issues that temporal leaders face as they seek to establish and broaden 

their authority.  Furthermore, throughout the Cosmographia, Silvestris emphasizes the 

links between the firmament and man, and between the Macrocosmos and the 

Microcosmos.  He argues that the paradigms and methods that the theophanies use to 

bring balance and harmony to the cosmos also govern man as he attempts to bring about 

his own perspective of order.  The structures and systems that man employs by necessity 

should adhere to the same divine reason that brought the universe into sustainable 

proportion.  Ultimately, Silvestris asserts that any system, whether a paradigm of 

orthodox thought or a hierarchical structure of power, not modeled on this divine logos is 

inherently flawed and exists contrary to the natural order of the universe.  He constructs 

an ideology in the Cosmographia in which the cosmos, ordered according to a divine 

blueprint, serves as the model according to which every subsequent part of creation ought 

to operate.  Man, imbued with divine ratio, is naturally inclined to follow this model, and 

any action contrary to this divine plan not only introduces disorder into the otherwise 

harmonious cosmos, but is also inherently contradictory to man’s nature.      

 
Trinitarian Theology and Orthodoxy 

 
 Controversies over Trinitarian theology dominated the academic landscape of the 

early and mid-twelfth century.  By the twelfth century, Trinitarian theology had already 

been the subject of significant conflict, and it had since developed into the manifestation 

of much more than an exclusively theological dispute.  Under the vigilance of popes and 
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scholars alike, the Trinity had become a means of asserting power and authority in both 

social and political battlegrounds.  Thus, the conflicts of the twelfth century between 

Bernard of Clairvaux and such scholars as Abelard, William of Conches, and Gilbert of 

Poitiers, focused not so much on the delineation and refinement of doctrine, as the 

practice of submission and dominance.  As the trials of Abelard at Soissons and Sens, 

William of Conches at Paris, and Gilbert of Poitiers at Rheims reveal, the content of these 

scholars works was not as alarming as their methodology.  Innovative methods of thought 

proved far more menacing to Bernard of Clairvaux and his followers than the resultant 

development of substantial theology.  As such, the necessity of censoring these scholars 

and asserting the power of orthodoxy superseded theological considerations.   

Bernard Silvestris wrote the Cosmographia within the context of this prevalent 

conflict, and he was well aware of the social and political connotations of orthodoxy 

versus heresy.  Silvestris had been teaching at Tours during Abelard’s life, and he was 

likely present at the trials of William of Conches and Gilbert of Poitiers.2  Furthermore, 

one of his predecessors at Tours, Berengarius, had been censured because of his 

heterodox beliefs concerning the Eucharist.  However, even though Berengarius was 

widely reviled as a heretic, Silvestris’ own teacher and Archbishop of Tours, Hildebert, 

instituted an annual liturgical memorial service in Berengarius’ honor that lasted for 

centuries.3  This example demonstrates the tension between the universal and the local 

prevalent in the development of a “universal” system of of orthodoxy.  Popes Nicholas II 
                                                

2.  Dronke, Cosmographia, 2.  

3.  Ibid, 9.  
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and Gregory VII, had repeatedly condemned Berengarius, compelling him to retract his 

teachings and sign a confession of faith in 1059 and 1079.4  Although Berengarius had 

officially been designated as a heretic, this label did not carry weight locally at Tours, 

where he continued to be revered.  Thus, the authority of such labels as “orthodox” and 

“heretical” only extended as far as the power of those who issued them.  As previously 

demonstrated, Pope Gregory VII’s actions during the Investiture Controversy created 

many enemies, and his power to enforce his decisions and rulings did not extend beyond 

the Italian peninsula, much less to Tours and the Île-de-France.  The implications of 

orthodoxy and heresy had been greatly transformed by the mid-twelfth century, however, 

and Silvestris was faced by an increasingly universal and monolithic entity.  Under 

Bernard of Clairvaux’s guidance, orthodoxy had developed into a universal system.  As 

was demonstrated at Rheims in 1148, councils were beginning to draw increasingly 

universal audiences.  Subsequently, the decisions and rulings of the councils also began 

to be implemented on a broader scale.  The theological conflicts that were discussed and 

resolved at councils shaped the growing body of orthodoxy, and the increasingly 

universal relevance of councils helped ensure that the foundations of orthodoxy were 

uniform and consistent.  

Bernard of Clairvaux was one of the first men to buttress his claim to ideological 

authority through an appeal to orthodoxy.  Consequently his control over orthodoxy and 

his ability to enforce it extended much further than Pope Gregory VII’s.  He himself 

                                                
4.  James F. McCue, “The Doctrine of Transubstantiation from Berengar through Trent: The Point 

at Issue.”  The Harvard Theological Review 61, no. 3 (1968): 386-7. 
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wielded much of the power of the papacy, which was largely subject to his de facto 

control for nearly two decades.  Likewise, he held considerable sway throughout France 

due to his network of allies that included Peter the Venerable, Abbot of Cluny, and Suger, 

Abbot of St. Denis.  Furthermore, universal and local power and authority began to 

coalesce under the charismatic figure of Bernard of Clairvaux.  The powerful and 

influential “Crusade mentality” that permeated Christendom during the mid-twelfth 

century united localities under the banner of a universal Christian purpose.  When Pope 

Eugenius III empowered Bernard of Clairvaux to preach and recruit for the Second 

Crusade, he legitimized and institutionalized Bernard’s reform program.5  Bernard’s 

personal stewardship of the Second Crusade demonstrated how political and theological 

authority had fused to create a structure of power and authority that applied on both the 

universal and local level.  As the architect of the Second Crusade, Bernard was able to 

define its parameters, and he depicted it as a moral obligation as well as a theological 

struggle between good and evil.  He used orthodoxy to lay the foundation of the Second 

Crusade, presenting it as not only the attempt to reclaim the Holy Land but also a means 

to protect the sanctity of Christian doctrine.   The widespread response of both local lords 

and regional authorities such as King Louis VII and emperor-elect Conrad III reveals 

how Bernard’s theological clout granted him considerable authority over political affairs.  

By joining the Second Crusade, the secular lords implicitly pledged their loyalty to 

Bernard’s system of orthodoxy because their very presence was tacit promotion of his 

                                                
5.  John R. Sommerfeldt, “The Bernardine Reform and the Crusading Spirit.”  The Catholic 

Historical Review 86, no. 4 (2000): 567-8.  
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theological legitimacy.  Although Bernard of Clairvaux had taken the greatest steps in 

creating a universal and locally applicable system of orthodoxy to date, this system 

nevertheless died with its creator.  Bernard of Clairvaux existed beyond the institutions 

that granted him legitimized his exceptional power, he controlled the individual popes, 

but he was not connected with the papacy; there was an inherent disconnect between his 

de facto influence and authority to make and enforce his decisions and the de jure power 

conferred upon him by his role as a religious abbot.  Most simply, there existed no “heir” 

to Bernard’s orthodox empire, for it had been constructed around the individual.  Even 

so, Bernard’s legacy of fusing theological and political authority survived, and helped 

shape the subsequent, more lasting, model of universal orthodoxy established by Innocent 

III and the papacy.   

Bernard of Clairvaux enjoyed his greatest theological victories over Abelard and 

William of Conches at Sens and Paris respectively, but Gilbert of Poitiers’ acquittal at 

Rheims in 1148 and Eugenius III’s public approval of Bernard Silvestris’ Cosmographia 

revealed how the institutional authority of the papacy was beginning to eclipse Bernard 

of Clairvaux’s individual power.  At Sens and Paris, Bernard of Clairvaux achieved the 

censure of Abelard and William of Conches, largely by operating beyond the scope of the 

official trial proceedings and persuading judges to rule in his favor.  Accordingly, these 

trials likewise served Bernard of Clairvaux’s academic and political agenda, and although 

theological disputes were the pretexts for holding the councils, they were nevertheless 

subordinated during the trial proceedings.  The fact that Bernard was able to influence the 

outcome of the trials by extra-canonical means reveals how the trials of Abelard and 
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Gilbert were decided based on Bernard’s ability to persuade the judges rather than the 

theological merits of the works under scrutiny.  Furthermore, Abelard and William of 

Conches were both extremely outspoken opponents of Bernard of Clairvaux’s academic 

foundation, steeped in traditional exegesis and rhetoric, so the methodology of their 

teachings undermined the foundation of Bernard of Clairvaux’s authority.6  Bernard’s 

ability to settle his disputes with Abelard and William of Conches by exercising his 

individual power through institutional instruments of authority represented how his 

individual clout superseded the influence of the institutions involved. 

 

Trinitarian Theology within the ‘Cosmographia’ 

 Much like his contemporaries, Bernard Silvestris utilizes the Trinity as a vehicle 

for theological discourse as well as political and social commentary.  Within the 

Cosmographia, Silvestris discusses many of the volatile issues that surrounded 

Trinitarian theology of the day, namely: the rhetorical and dialectical approaches to the 

Trinity, the paradox of unity and diversity within the Trinity, and the political and social 

implications of Trinitarian theology. 

 The rhetorical and dialectical schools of thought approached the Trinity from 

inherently contradictory positions, and this conflict centered on the function and purpose 

of words and language.  Both schools believed in the significance of words, and both 

                                                
6.  See Constant J. Mews.  “The Council of Sens (1141): Abelard, Bernard, and the Fear of Social 

Upheaval.” Speculum 77, no. 2 (2002): 342-382.; and Joan Cadden, “Science and Rhetoric in the Middle 
Ages: The Natural Philosophy of William of Conches.”  Journal of the History of Ideas 56, no. 1 (1995): 1-
10. 
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likewise believed that a text could be read on a variety of different levels.  Both schools 

similarly asserted that an allegorical reading existed beyond the immediately present 

words; however, they differed on how they interpreted and derived meaning from 

allegory.   

According to the dialectic school an allegorical reading was entirely symbolic.  

Hugh of St. Victor in turn provided a contemporary definition of symbolism:  “A symbol 

is a collection of visible forms for the demonstration of invisible things.”7  Thus, allegory 

was the metaphorical representation of an invisible concept or idea created by visible 

words.  Dialecticians believed that an integumentum, or covering, concealed allegorical 

meaning, and that the interpretation allegorical significance did not necessarily reflect 

reality.8   

On the other hand the rhetorical school asserted that the allegorical meaning 

always existed within the context of words themselves and that the allegorical meaning 

presented an accurate reflection of reality.  This contradiction of viewpoints is best 

illustrated by each school’s approach to Classical texts.  The rhetorical school dismissed 

Classical texts as pagan: since the words of these texts were overtly pagan, any 

allegorical meaning derived from them would subsequently reflect a pagan reality.  The 

dialectic school on the other hand believed that the words of the Classical texts veiled 

                                                
7.  Hugh of St. Victor, Commentarius in Hierarchiam Coelestem S. Dionysii Areopagitae 2: 

“Symbolum est collatio formarum visibilium ad invisibilium demonstrationem.” 

8.  See Tina Stiefel, “Twelfth-Century Matter for Metaphor: The Material View of Plato’s 
Timaeus.”  The British Journal for the History of Science 17, no. 2 (1984): 169-185.; and Gerhart B. 
Ladner, “Medieval and Modern Understanding of Symbolism: A Comparison.”  Speculum 54, no. 2 (1979): 
223-256. 
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their allegorical meaning with an integumentum, and that the allegorical meaning of 

pagan texts was relevant to Christians without asserting a pagan reality.9  Thus allegory 

maintained an intrinsically realistic and presentational nature to rhetoricians, while 

dialecticians regarded it as symbolic and representational. 

 This inherent tension between realism and symbolism characterized the 

theological disputes over the Trinity as they applied to the conflict between the rhetorical 

and dialectical schools during the twelfth century.  Abelard approached this conflict by 

asserting words were, by their very nature, representational symbols used by man to 

identify creation.  Subsequently, God and the Trinity were not subject to the “rules” of 

language that man used to ascribe reality to the symbolic meaning of language: 

Just as the plane which is far removed from all creatures, is elevated far above by 
different manner of speaking, so too is this unique majesty not enclosed by 
common and public manners of speaking; nor is that which is completely 
incomprehensible and ineffable, that to which all things are subjected, subject to 
any rules, because it is not able to be understood by man, who has fixed words for 
revealing his own discernment.10 

 
As such, Abelard believed that words could never convey the reality of the Trinity, but 

only a symbolic depiction thereof: 

                                                
9.  See David L. Pike, “Bernard Silvestris' Descent into the Classics: The Commentum super sex 

libros Aeneidos,” International Journal of the Classical Tradition, 4, no. 3 (1998): 343-363.  For a 
discussion on how Bernard Silvestris applies Aeneas’ descent into the underworld in book 6 of the Aeneid 
to Christian morality.  

10.   Peter Abelard, Theologia Christiana, III.116: Aequum equidem est ut quod ab omnibus 
creaturis longe remotum est, longe diuerso genere loquendi efferatur, nec illa unica maiestas communi ac 
publica locutione coerceatur; nec quod omnino incomprehensibile est atque ineffabile ullis subiaceat 
regulis, cui sunt omnia subiecta, quod nec ab homine intelligi potest qui ad manifestandos intellectus suos 
uoces instituit. 
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And so, whatever we discuss concerning this very lofty philosophy, we profess to 
be a shadow, not the truth, and likewise a similitude of the subject, not the subject 
itself.11 

 
Abelard believed that words are incapable of directly describing the truth and reality of 

divine, or otherwise “lofty” matters.  In the various arguments that Silvestris offered in 

the Cosmographia, he subscribed to Abelard’s teachings regarding the function of 

language and its ability to describe divinity.  Given the limitations of language, Abelard 

believed that a rational depiction of the Trinity could be achieved through language, 

although a complete understanding was impossible: “And some things are partly traced, 

led through similitude to another, so that we are enabled to conjecture rather than 

understand anything about that ineffable majesty.”12  Thus, Abelard depicted strict 

realism as irrational, because it claimed that concepts of divinity could be truly 

understood and that the reality of divinity could be accurately related through words.  

Compared to his subtle attack of realism in the Theologia Christiana, Abelard was much 

more aggressive in his Historia Calamitatum, especially in his description of Anselm of 

Laon: 

He had a remarkable command of language, but it was despicable with respect to 
meaning and devoid of sense.  While he kindled a fire, he filled his room with 
smoke but did not light it up.  His tree appeared heavy with foliage to those 

                                                
11.   Ibid, III.57: Quidquid itaque de hac altissima philosophia disseremus, umbram, non 

ueritatem esse profitemur, et quasi similitudinem quamdam, non rem. Quid uerum sit, nouerit Dominus; 
quid autem uerisimile ac maxime philosophicis consentaneum rationibus, quibus impetimur, dicturum me 
arbitror. 

12.  Ibid, III.134: . . . et per similitudinem aliquam uestigantur ex parte aliqua inductam, ut 
aliquid de illa ineffabili maiestate suspicando potius quam intelligendo degustemus.  



 

 109 

viewing it from afar, but to those who came near and looked closely, it was found 
fruitless.13 
 

In this description Abelard presented rhetoric and realism as devoid of meaning, and 

William of Conches similarly adopted this theme in his own polemics against realism.   

William mimiced Abelard’s description of Anselm of Laon in his own criticism of 

rhetoricians  He learly established his stance at the beginning of De philosophia mundi 

with a quote from Cicero: “Eloquence without wisdom harms, but wisdom without 

eloquence, even if slightly, nevertheless benefits something.”14  He criticized his 

opponents because they valued eloquence of form over the substance of what they sought 

to convey.  Thus, he believed that they had cast aside the pursuit of truth for the pursuit of 

aesthetics, and that they were harming the substance of their writings.  He characterized 

rhetoricians and realists who valued the artistry of words over their meaning and truth as 

“Men who tear the clothes from philosophy, and with the seized rags, believe that she has 

surrendered her entire self to them.”15  Joan Cadden linked this description to Boethius’ 

depiction of Philosophy in De Consolatione Philosophiae, where her robes have been 

torn by false philosophers.16  Similarly, in his polemics against rhetoric, William of 

Conches made an argument for the meaning of language.  Realists claimed that true 

                                                
13.  Peter Abelard, The Story of Abelard’s Adversities.  Trans.  Étienne Gilson (Toronto: Pontifical 

Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1964): 21.  

14.  William of Conches, De Philosophia Mundi, I.i.17: “eloquentia sine sapientia nocet, sapientia 
vero sine eloquentia etsi parum, tamen aliquid . . . prodest . . . .  

15.  Ibid, III.i.73: Multos vestes philosophiae abscindentes et cum panniculis arreptis totam sibi 
eam cessissee credentes.  

16.  Cadden, 6.  
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wisdom and philosophy resided completely within language, but William dismissed this 

as a false and untrue philosophy, just as Abelard had dismissed it as irrational.  He made 

an argument for the validity of dialectic interpretation and integumentum, stating that it 

looked beyond the superficial trappings of rhetoric, and sought to comprehend the truth 

that lay beyond the veil, even if it must be communicated through metaphors and 

symbolism. 

 Bernard Silvestris addressed each of these methods of defining truth by means of 

either rhetoric or dialectics within the Cosmographia.  However, contrary to Abelard’s 

and William of Conches’ overt and often bombastic polemics, Silvestris approached the 

conflict between rhetoric and dialectics much more subtly.  Asserting that neither took 

immediate precedence over the other, Silvestris assigned both rhetoric and dialectics to a 

specific place within the cosmos.  Beyond symbolic and realistic considerations, the 

difference between rhetoric and dialectics was essentially numeric.  Rhetoric was an 

inherently singular act: a single creator alone, be it an author or an orator, presented his 

work and the truth was conveyed insofar as his words had the power to do so.  This 

opposed the dialectical notion that the truth resided not in a single work, but in the 

interaction between multiple works.  Meaning and truth for dialecticians was derived 

from interaction, not conveyed through artistry.   

Far from rejecting the tenets of the rhetorical school, Silvestris glorified this 

approach in the Macrocosmos. First, Natura instigates the action of the Cosmographia in 

her impassioned speech to Noys.  Natura’s speech is filled with rhetorical flourishes, 

invoking a trial where she is advocating the cause of Hyle to Noys, who serves as the 
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judge.  She begins with a highly stylistic address to Noys, appealing to her as the “image 

of unfailing life, the foremost substance of truth, god born from god, the wielder of the 

eternal plan.”17  She then proceeds to state the case of Silva/Hyle: “Hyle stands before 

your feet with her offspring, to present her grievance to you because her hairs have grown 

white and she has led her age in formless squalor.”18  Natura also likens her speech to the 

rhetorical appeal of an advocate when she states that she is speaking Pro Mundo, on 

behalf of the cosmos.19  Silvestris emphasized Natura’s role as a orator and rhetorical 

presence through her formulaic and legal style.  Subsequently, Noys accepts the task of 

ordering the cosmos, and attributes her decision chiefly to Natura’s effective speech: 

“Now therefore, because you appeal at the appropriate time and advocate causes 

coinciding with order, your desires are served.”20  By highlighting the importance of 

rhetoric in the initial exchange between Natura and Noys, Silvestris asserts that rhetoric 

fulfills the vital legal role of advocacy.   

Beyond Natura’s appeal on behalf of the cosmos, Silvestris depicts the creation of 

the Macrocosm as a rhetorical act, insofar as it is the creation of a single artisan.  Noys, 

through placing the elements in order, arranging the stars, and forming creatures to 

inhabit the Earth, brought about light from Hyle, who had formerly been “deprived of 

                                                
17.  Macrocosmos I.4-6: ‘Vite viventis ymago, Prima, Noys --deus--orta deo, substantia veri, 

consilii tenor eterni.’  

18.  Macrocosmos I.33-5: ‘Ante pedes assistit Yle cum prole suorum, Invidiam factura tibi, quod 
cana capillos informi squalore suum deduxerat evum.’ 

19.  Macrocosmos I.65: ‘Pro Mundo Natura rogo. . . ‘  

20.  Macrocosmos II.i.19-21: ‘Nunc ergo, quia tempestive moves et promoves, causisque ad 
ordinem concurrentibus,, tuis desideriis deservitur.’  
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light, abounding in endless night.”21  Through describing Noys as the fons luminis, who 

brings about light from the darkness of chaos, Silvestris draws a parallel to the creation 

account of Genesis I, effectively characterizing Noys as the manifestation and 

personification of God’s fiat lux.22 Genesis I presents an essentially rhetorical perspective 

of creation: God consummates the substance of His will through His word alone.  

Creation in Genesis I is the exclusive act of a single creator, and the truth of creation is 

revealed through the artistry of its artisan.  Furthermore, the Divine logos effectively 

constitutes the creative force of Genesis I, and by associating Noys with the Divine 

Word, Silvestris emphasizes her role as the creative force within the Cosmographia.  

Noys embodies the creative force of logos, and Silvestris emphasizes the importance of 

rhetoric through Noys.  Likewise, through depicting Noys as ratio and voluntas dei, 

Silvestris argues that Noys’ creative role as logos is sympathetic with divine voluntas: at 

no point in arranging the cosmos does Noys act contrary to the divine blueprint.23 Thus, 

the account of creation in the Macrocosmos is largely an elaboration of the creation 

account in Genesis I.  

In many ways, Silvestris’ depiction of rhetoric coincides with the views of 

Abelard and William of Conches.  In the Cosmographia rhetoric resides in the realm of 

                                                
21.  Macrocosmos I.29: ‘Silva parens, si lucis eget, si noctis habundat.’  cf.  Wetherbee, 

Cosmographia, 68: “. . . what does it avail Silva, mother of all, that her birth preceded all creation, if she is 
deprived of light, abounds only in darkness, cut off from fulfillment?”  

22.  Macrocosmos II.xiii.1: [Noys] Erat fons luminis. . .; cf. Genesis I:3: Dixitque Deus ‘fiat lux’ 
et facta est lux 

23.  Cf.  Macrocosmos II.i.13-4: ‘Sua rerum nativitas divina prior celebratur in mente; secunda 
vero est que sequitur actione.    
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the divine mind, which in turn exists beyond human comprehension.  Although, rhetoric 

contains divine truth, man is incapable of understanding this truth through language.  

Silvestris uses the example of the stars to demonstrate this:  

Far removed from earth, the substance of heaven, because it was greater it was 
thus given a greater arrangement; for she [Noys] inscribed heaven with stars, and 
she shaped everything which was to come by the law of fate. . . The stars, which 
the present age calls by this or that name, existed from the beginning of time as 
heavenly fire.  Lest her ramble about this universal theme in common speech, 
man created the names which even now belong to the stars.”24 

 
Noys inscribed the stars with divine meaning, that is in turn applicable to man.  The stars 

presage and foretell man’s fate, but man is unable to comprehend the truth of this 

message.  Because man is unable to understand these truths fully, he created language 

and ascribed symbolic meaning to the stars by assigning names.  Therefore, the symbolic 

meaning that man derives from the stars through language does not necessarily reflect the 

reality of the divine truth that they contain.  Thus, Silvestris implies that, while truth is 

conveyed through rhetoric and divine logos, man can only attempt to understand this 

truth through a dialectic approach.  Much like Abelard, Silvestris believes that man 

desires to understand divine truth in terms of language, but that language inherently falls 

short in representing divine logos, conveying instead merely a shadow or likeness of 

reality.  Even so, Silvestris does not advocate or reproach either rhetoric or dialectics, but 

rather maintains that they are sympathetic to one another. 

                                                
24.  Macrocosmos III.31-35: Terrenis excepta super, substantia celi, ut melior, cultu sic meliore 

fuit; scribit enim celum stellis, totumque figurat quod de fatali lege venire potest.; and Macrocosmos 
III.133-6: Sidera, que presens sic vel sic nominat etas, temporis ex ortu celicus ignis erant.  Comuni ne 
voce rei generalis oberret, que modo sunt stellis nomina fecit homo. 
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Whereas Silvestris depicts the Macrocosmos as the result of rhetoric, on the other 

hand he depicts man, the Microcosmos, as the result of dialectics.  Just as the 

Macrocosmos and Microcosmos are inherently related, so too are rhetoric and dialectics 

linked.  Following her arrangement of the Macrocosmos, Noys states her intention of 

creating man, but she decides to include Natura in this task.25  Furthermore, Noys orders 

Natura to seek out two other theophanies, Urania and Physis, to join her in the task of 

creating man: 

‘This is my wish, that you, Natura, seek out the abodes of Urania and Physis by 
your zeal and labor, both are knowing, both are provident, and both are endowed 
with the ability for this task.’26 

 
According to Noys, the creation of man is three-fold, so each of the three theophanies 

receives a specific task: 

‘Therefore this threefold work imposes an individual task for each of you.  The 
composition of the soul: from Endelichia, and the establishment of virtues; the 
composition of the body, from the preparation of matter; and the formative 
joining of both the body and the soul, in accordance with the heavenly order.  
Therefore it is established that the first task pertains to Urania, the second to 
Physis, and the third to you, Natura.’27 

 

                                                
25.  Cf.  Microcosmos III.ii.3-5: ‘ Ventum est ad hominem, in cuius conpositione bonum est, michi 

nec displicet, si sodalis societas operam quoque sue sedulitatis adiungat.’  

26.  Microcosmos III.iii.5-7: ‘Velle meum est, Uraniam, Phisim, utramque sciam, utramque 
providam, utramque ad id de quo agitur ingeniis expeditam, ubi locorum fuerint, tuo, Natura, studio, tuo 
labore perquiri.’  See also Wetherbee, Cosmographia, 94: “My wish, then, is that you, Nature, by your 
own zeal and effort, seek out the dwelling places of Urania and Physis, both of whom are knowing and 
competent, both endowed with the power to perform the task in question.” 

27.  Microcosmos XI.i.1-6: ‘Trina igitur tribus superincunbit opera, cuique sua.  Compositio 
anime: ex Endelichia, et virtutum edificatione; corporis, ex materie preparatione; utrorumque corporis et 
anime formativa concrecio, de celestis ordinis emulatione.  Prior igitur ad Uraniam, secunda ad Physim, 
tertia ad te, o Natura, dinoscitur pertinere.’ 
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Lastly, whereas the truth of the Macrocosmos was expressed through the aesthetics of the 

way Noys arranged it, Urania identifies how the collective effort of herself, Natura, and 

Physis will reveal the truth of the Microcosmos: “Let the work be perfect, and let it be 

made beautiful by the joining of its parts.”28  Man was created by the joint effort of 

multiple artisans, unlike the firmament, which had been arranged by a single craftsman.  

Thus, Silvestris illustrates the dialectic method through the creation of man, the truth of 

the work is derived from the interaction of many sources.  Furthermore, man represents a 

dialectic model of allegory, for he symbolically represents the macrocosmos, as the 

“image of the greater universe,”29 but he does not necessarily reflect the reality of that 

which he represents.  Man, the “second universe” and “God’s true likeness,” is a 

symbolic representation of both the firmament and divinity, but his true substance, the 

elements, is derived from Silva and Hyle.30  Therefore, because the substance of man 

differs from that of divinity, which is “far removed and wholly distinct from the physical 

world,”31 he is merely an allegorical, rather than a realistic, representation of the 

Macrocosmos.   

Silvestris presents this depiction of man as a the product of dialectics in contrast 

with the Macrocosmos which is the product of rhetoric.  The Macrocosmos was arranged 

and ornamented by Noys, and her artistry and skill conveyed both the truth and reality of 
                                                

28.  Microcosmos IV.5: ‘Quadret opus, faciatque suum iunctura decorem.’  

29.  Microcosmos X.9: ‘Mundi melioris ymago.’  

30.  Microcosmos XII.13-16: ‘Alter mundus, homo, sensus cureque prioris et melioris eget.  Vera 
dei facies homo, fomes sumptus ab astris, mentis et artis opus.’ 

31.  Wetherbee, Cosmographia, 98.  
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her product.  Contrarily, man was created through the collaboration of multiple artists, 

and either of their contributions alone, separate from the contributions of the other two, 

would not convey the truth of the finished product.  In creating man, the artistry of the 

individual craftsman was subordinated to the necessary collaboration between their works 

that resulted in a finished and more perfect product.  Likewise, the Macrocosmos was a 

realistic depiction of the divine model, but man was merely a symbolic and allegorical 

representation of this model; the firmament reflected the reality of the divine blueprint, 

but man was merely a similitude and shadow of this blueprint.  Similarly, the language of 

man serves as a dialectic approach to interpreting the divine rhetoric of the firmament.  

As in the example of the stars, man is unable to comprehend the true meaning inscribed 

in the stars, so he creates names for the stars in his own language.  By identifying the 

stars in his own language, a dialectic and allegorical representation of the divine logos, 

man ascribes his own meaning to the stars, even though this meaning is merely a shadow 

and similitude of reality.   

Nevertheless, just as Silvestris links the Macrocosmos and the Microcosmos, so 

too does he link the practices of rhetoric and dialectics.  The essential divinity of the 

Macrocosmos is imbued in man in the form of the soul, which is led by Urania from the 

heights of the firmament to dwell in man’s body.  The soul is man’s link with a divine 

nature, the bond between the macrocosmos and microcosmos, and the mediating force 

between the corporeal and the celestial   Man derives meaning from the greater universe 

by means of his soul: 

‘The human soul must be guided by me [Urania] through the entire Ethereal 
realm, so that it may be knowledgeable, [. . . ] let it [the soul] know upon entering 
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its bodily vessel what virtue lies in the stars, and how great the power is in 
heaven, and vitality there is in the poles of heaven, why the twin luminaries shine 
with such radiance, and the five planets.32 

  
The soul, which understands and comprehends the divine rhetoric of the firmament, is 

Urania’s contribution to the creation of man, but the soul can only be incorporated into 

man through the dialectic interaction of the remaining artisans.  The soul cannot exist 

separate from the corporeal vessel that Physis creates from the elements.  Similarly, if 

Natura did not establish a mediating bond between the two opposites, then the soul and 

body would naturally dissociate instead of existing in harmony.  Therefore, since man’s 

very existence is the result of dialectics, his soul cannot comprehend the rhetoric of the 

macrocosmos because it is bound to the base reality of material existence in the form of 

its body.  The body, even though it exists in dialectic harmony with the soul, prevents 

man from experiencing the truth and reality of the rhetoric inscribed in the firmament.  

However, although man can only understand the divine truth during his life through the 

use of symbolism, once man dies and the soul’s dialectic bond with the body is severed, 

the soul ascends back to the firmament.  Once the soul returns to its place of origin, it will 

again fully comprehend the reality of the divine truth, rather than a shadow thereof:  

‘Now, with his body cast aside, he [man, the soul] will return to his kindred stars, 
a god added into the ranks of divinities. [. . .] And when the bodily dwelling 

                                                
32.  Microcosmos IV.31-2: ‘Mens humana michi tractus ducenda per omnes Ethereos, ut sit 

prudentior. . . ; and 41-4: ‘Que virtus stellis, et quanta potentia elo et quis sidereis vigor axibus, quid 
valeant radiis duo lumina, quinque planete, sentiet ingrediens vas corporis.’   See also Wetherbee, 
Cosmographia, 98: “The human soul must be guided by me through all the realms of heaven, that it may 
have knowledge. . . What virtue is in the stars, what power in the firmament, what vitality is in the poles of 
the heavens, what potency the rays of the two luminaries possess, and the five planets, these things let her 
know when she enters the vessel of the body.” 
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dwindles, with its harmony at last dissolved, man will ascend to the heavens, no 
longer a foreign guest, entering the location designated to him by the stars.’33 

 
Thus, Silvestris assigns rhetoric and dialectics with specific roles in the cosmos, relative 

to their location and their origins.  Rhetoric originated in the arrangement of the 

Macrocosmos, and it is the language of divine truth.  In turn, Rhetoric reflects the reality 

of the truth it seeks to convey.   Silvestris delegates rhetoric to the realm of divinity, 

though, depicting it as a purer form of understanding.  Man, himself the result of dialectic 

intercourse between the soul and the body, is thus naturally inclined towards dialectics as 

a method of understanding.  The body prevents man’s mind and intellect from 

understanding the complete truth, so man can only understand divine truths through 

symbolism and allegory.  Thus Silvestris argues that dialectics best fits mans intellectual 

faculties, because he understands and ascribes meaning to creation through language, and 

language is inherently symbolic.  The words that man uses to describe creation, just as 

the names he assigns to the stars, are symbolic representations of the truth the stars 

convey.  In this manner, Silvestris likewise subtly implies that even when man engages in 

rhetoric as a means of understanding the universe, it is within the context of dialectic 

symbolism.  Human words can never entirely depict the reality of divine truth, because 

they are symbols by their very nature, and thus realism in regards to cosmological and 

theological truth is impossible.  

                                                
33.  Microcosmos IV.48-9: ‘Corpore iam posito congnata redibit ad astra, additus in numero 

superum deus;’ and Microcosmos X.51-4: ‘Set cum nutarit, numeris in fine solutis, machina corporee 
collabefacta domus, ethera scandet homo, iam non incognitus hospes preveniens stelle signa locumque 
sue.’  
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Another key element of Silvestris’ depiction of rhetoric and dialectics is the 

notion of unity and diversity.  Rhetoric by its very nature is a representation of unity, a 

message produced by a single author that accurately and completely reflects the truth and 

reality of its meaning.  The substance, meaning, and reality of a rhetorical message are all 

unified within the work itself.  On the other hand, Silvestris depicts dialectics as a model 

of diversity.  Since the product of dialectical discourse is often a symbolic and allegorical 

representation, it does not completely and realistically reflect the reality of its meaning.  

Thus dialectics are diverse insofar as substance is distinct from meaning, and the two are 

joined by a metaphor that associates the truth the dialectic seeks to convey with the form 

that serves as its vehicle.   

This distinction between unity and diversity underpins the various references to 

Trinitarian theology that Silvestris weaves into the Cosmographia.  Ultimately, Silvestris 

argues that the unity and diversity of the Trinity are inherently linked, just as the 

processes of rhetoric and dialectics are linked in creation, and just as the Macrocosmos 

and Microcosmos are unified.  Although Silvestris incorporates his Trinitarian theology 

into the Cosmographia with the same metapoetic subtlety with which he discussed 

rhetoric and dialectics, he does make one overt reference to the Trinity in regards to 

Tugaton, which he describes as the “supreme and super-essential Godhead”34: 

Therefore this inaccessible light so repels the eyes of the one watching, so 
thoroughly confounds his vision, because the light shields itself by its own light, 
that you might perceive that the splendor produced darkness from itself.  And 

                                                
34.  Microcosmos V.i.9: . . . summi et superessentialis dei; see also Microcosmos V.iii.1: Tugaton 

suprema divinitas.  
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therefore from this eternal and infinite splendor, a second radiance revealed itself, 
and thus a third radiance arose from the first and second.  Indeed these radiances, 
uniform and equal in clarity, when they had illuminated all things, returned 
themselves into the waves of their fountainhead.35 

 
This  description presents a traditional and orthodox characterization of the Trinity.  The 

radiances represent the three personae of the Trinity, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  

Silvestris carefully maintains that the radiances are exclusively of the same essence as 

Tugaton since they emanate from the supremely divine substance of Tugaton, and it is to 

this very substance that they return.  Furthermore, through appealing to the 

consubstantiality of the Trinity with the Godhead, Silvestris alludes to Abelard’s 

argument to the same effect: 

Therefore, there is a single undivided substance, one and the same, an individual, 
core, and simple essence, entirely for these Three Persons, one power, one glory, 
one majesty, one reason, one will, and the same working.36 

 
Just like Abelard, Silvestris asserts that the three personae of the Trinity do not detract 

from the essential unity of the singular Godhead.  The radiances emanate from the divine 

essence and since they are individually observable, thus they are distinct.  Nevertheless, 

they fully participate in the divine essence, eventually returning to it; therefore, they 

neither dissociate from this essence, nor do they ever exist as independent entities.   

                                                
35.  Microcosmos V.iii.3-10: Ea igitur lux inaccessibilis intendentis reverberat oculos, aciem 

preconfundit, ut, quia lumen se defendit a lumine, splendorem ex se videas caliginem peperisse.  Ex 
splendore igitur vel infinibili vel eterno alter se radius exerebat, ut ex primo secundoque suboriretur et 
tercius.  Qui quidem radii, uniformes et claritatis parilitate consimiles, cum omnia collustrassent, se rursus 
sui fontis liquoribus admiscebant.  

36.  Peter Abelard, Theologia Christiana III.61: Est itaque harum trium personarum una et eadem 
omnino substantia et individua penitus et simplex essentia una potentia, una gloria, una maiestas, una 
ratio, una voluntas, eadem operatio, non divisa.  
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Beyond using this description of Tugaton as a means of asserting Trinitarian 

theology, Silvestris likewise uses it to further explore the distinction between rhetoric and 

dialectics.  The sheer radiance of the light that Tugaton emits prevents one from directly 

observing it, because it obscures the vision and repels the eyes of the beholder.  The fact 

that the radiance of Tugaton’s light is observable merely as a shadow alludes to 

Silvestris’ overall argument that dialectics are the only means through which man can 

seek to conjecture about divine matters.  Just as man is unable to directly behold the 

Tugaton’s true essence, so too is human language incapable of relating the reality of 

divine meaning.  If man were to attempt to gaze directly at Tugaton’s light, the brightness 

would appear as a shadow, a mutation and alteration of reality.  Silvestris implies that this 

is the fate of human rhetoric when it seeks to elucidate theological and philosophical 

truths.  Words fail to express the reality of divine truth, because they cannot describe the 

essence of divinity, which exists on a separate plane beyond human discernment.  Here 

again, Silvestris alludes to Abelard’s concerning the ineffability of divinity and the 

Trinity.  The unique majesty of divinity cannot be accurately represented through 

language, because man created language to describe what he can comprehend.  Since 

man cannot comprehend divinity, words are therefore unable to describe it.  Thus, even 

though Silvestris offers a description of the Trinity, he concedes that this depiction is 

merely a similitude of a reality that words could never express.  He is gazing into the 

divine essence and describing the shadows that the light create, not the radiance itself.  

Nevertheless, throughout the Cosmographia, Silvestris still strives to create an allegory 
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that relates a dialectic representation of the Trinity, even if it is in the form of a metaphor 

and not an assertion of reality. 

 Throughout the Cosmographia, Silvestris presents many models of Trinitarian 

interaction, that together create a dialectical representation of the theology he seeks to 

convey.  The first Trinitarian model Silvestris presents is that of Endelechia, Natura, and 

Imarmene.  At the end of the Macrocosmos, Noys passes the responsibility of 

maintaining the firmament, now harmoniously arranged, to Endelechia, Natura, and 

Imarmene. Endelechia, whom Silvestris depicts as the Platonic world-soul, or anima 

mundi,37 as well as the source for the substance of souls,38 is the keeper of the eternal 

nature of the universe.  On the other hand, Imarmene represents elements and the 

temporal nature of theuniverse.39  Thus the eternal and the temporal both coexist within 

the Macrocosmos, and they both share the responsibility of maintaining the order that 

Noys created: “therefore not only eternity, but also time, the image of eternity, share the 

responsibility and task of moderating the cosmos.”40  Furthermore, Natura forms the 

mediating bond between Endelechia and Imarmene, so that the souls Endelechia produces 

may dwell within the forms that Imarmene creates.  Silvestris presents this as a 

Trinitarian model, because Endelechia, Natura, and Imarmene are all distinct, given that 

they each have an exclusive purpose , yet they all three nevertheless operate in unity to 
                                                

37.  Macrcosmos II.xv-xvi  

38.  Macrocosmos IV.xiv.4: . . . substantiam animis  

39.  Ibid 7: Imarmene, que continuatio temporis est  

40.  Macrocosmos IV.xiii.1-2: Eternitas igitur, set <et> eternitatis imago tempus, in moderando 
mundo curam et operam partiuntur.  
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carry out Noys’ will.41 The Macrocosmos represents the unity of Noys’ will, and the three 

manifestations Endelechia, Natura, and Imarmene represent diversity, in that they each 

fulfil a distinct role in substantiating this will.  Although Endelechia, Natura, and 

Imarmene are never separated from Noys in will or in essence, and Noys is subsequently 

united with God in will and essence, they nevertheless represent the distinct 

characteristics of the Trinity that Silvestris is seeking to convey.  Just as Endelechia, 

Natura, and Imarmene represent the force of Noys’ will in the cosmos, so too does the 

Trinity represent as the creative force of God’s will.  This view of the Trinity alludes to 

John I, where God’s Logos is depicted as a distinct facet of the Godhead that 

simultaneously fully participates in His essence--distinct, but not separate.  Furthermore, 

the Logos of John I serves as the creative force of God’s will, for “all things were made 

through him, and without him nothing was made.”42  Through his own description of 

Endelechia, Natura, and Imarmene’s role in maintaining the cosmos, Silvestris creates a 

Trinitarian representation that operates within the Macrocosmos, but he reprises this 

model in his discussion of man, the Microcosmos. 

The role of Urania, Natura, and Physis in the Microcosmos directly parallels that 

of Endelechia, Natura, and Imarmene in the Macrocosmos.  Whereas Endelechia provides 

the substance of the soul for the universe, Imarmene the material for forms that will 

                                                
41.  Cf.  Wetherbee, Cosmographia, 90: “For Noys is forever pregnant of the divine will, she in 

turn informs Endelechia with the images she conceives of the eternal patterns, Endelechia impresses them 
upon Nature, and Nature imparts to Imarmene what the well-being of the universe demands.  

42.  Cf. John I:1-3: In principio erat Verbum et Verbum erat apud Deum et Deus erat Verbum.  
Hoc erat in principio apud Deum.  Omnia per ipsum facta sunt et sine ipso factum est nihil quod factum 
est.  
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house the soul, and Natura creates the bonds that join the two together, so too does 

Urania usher man’s soul from the height of the firmament, Physis form man’s body from 

the material elements, and Natura create harmony so that the soul might exist within the 

body.  Furthermore, just as in the Macrocosmos, the theophanies in the Microcosmos 

serve as the creative force of the Divine will, for man is created “in accordance with the 

sacred purpose of the divine will.”43  Silvestris further depicts the theophanies in the 

Microcosmos as a Trinitarian model insofar as they completely participate in the divine 

essence.  Although Urania, Natura, and Physis each serve distinct functions in the 

creation of man and in carrying out Noys’ divine will, they are nevertheless fully united 

with Noys in essence.  Thus, Silvestris again presents a Trinitarian model where diversity 

and unity exist simultaneously, with the personae of the Trinity serving as the distinct 

manifestations of a single, unified will.   

While Silvestris never overtly makes assertions about the Trinity in the 

Cosmographia, he nevertheless implicitly presents a model of Trinitarian theology.  The 

lack of a construct that claims to define the reality Trinity pays credence to the vital 

caveat Silvestris presents in regards to theology: that the truth of divinity could never be 

related through words.  Accordingly, he does not present a concrete presentation of the 

Trinity, he instead proposes a paradigm for approaching Trinitarian theology, a model 

and mode of thought through which the image of divinity might best be represented in 

symbols and language that the human mind can comprehend.  Silvestris does not restrict 

                                                
43.  Microcosmos IV.26: ‘Iuxta divine summeque sacraria mentis.’  See also Wetherbee, 

Cosmographia, 97.  
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himself to the use of the concrete terms of the Trinity that bound his predecessors, such 

as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, instead he chooses to use abstract ideas.  In doing such he 

strives to describe the form rather than the substance of the truth and reality of the 

Trinity.  He subscribes to the belief that one cannot describe the true essence of the object 

that projects a shadow, simply by looking at the shadow, but that one can only accurately 

describe the shape of the shadow that is created.  Thus the Cosmographia as a whole is 

not a treatise or an argumentative work but rather a model and representation.   

The way that the various and diverse machinations of the cosmos operate within 

the Cosmographia all form the foundation for Silvestris’ primary contention that a single 

divine will governs the cosmos, and that every aspect of the cosmos is subsequently 

governed by this will.   Noys arranges the Macrocosmos from chaos according to the plan 

that originated in the divine will of God.  Noys never acts contrary to the divine will, and 

although she is a distinct manifestation of the creative force of this will, she is never 

separated from it in essence.  Also, the manifestations that Noys subsequently assigns the 

duty of maintaining the cosmos are likewise completely united with her divine will, and 

fully participate in her essence.  The same model applies to the creation of man, the 

Microcosmos.  Urania, Natura, and Physis each fulfill a distinct role in the creation of 

man, but they are simultaneously completely united in will and essence with each other 

as well as with Noys.44  Throughout the Cosmographia diversity is brought into unity 

                                                
44.  Silvestris depicts Urania, Natura, and Physis as sisters, begotten by Noys, who are 

simultaneously eternal and of the same divine essence.  See Microcosmos IV.15-6: Non aliena subis 
nostros, Natura, penates, Me [Urania] tibi germanam Noys edidit., and Microcosmos X.1-2: ‘Pignora 
cara, dee, quas ante creata creavi secula, de partu glorior ipsa meo.’  
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through a single divine will.  Noys orders that soul and body be joined to create man, and 

that Natura create a harmonious bond that unites the two opposites as one whole.  

Similarly, Noys herself separates the elements and instills proportionality between them 

in order to create and maintain the unity of the cosmos.  Furthermore, all these examples 

of diversity existing within unity represent Silvestris’ model of the interaction between 

rhetoric and dialectics.  The various actions of Noys, Natura, and the other theophanies 

within the Cosmographia culminate in the complete and perfect cosmos.  No single act 

within the Cosmographia conveys the reality and truth of the divine plan according to 

which the cosmos is created, rather, the combination of all these acts forms an accurate 

representation of the divine model.  Thus Silvestris depicts dialectic interaction as the 

vehicle through which the rhetorical logos of the divine will is manifested. 

Consequently, Silvestris does not present a traditional view of the Trinity.  He 

avoids asserting a concrete model of the Trinity, and addresses the concept of the Trinity 

and the models of thought through which it may be approached.  He avoids depicting the 

Trinity as a real and manifest entity, approaching it instead as a cognitive abstraction, the 

symbolic and metaphorical vehicle through which man is able to conjecture about the 

reality of divinity, since true and accurate understanding eludes man’s intellectual 

faculties.  Throughout the Cosmographia, Silvestris asserts that a Trinitarian model forms 

the foundation for the machinations and structures that maintain order within the cosmos.  

Furthermore, without committing to a traditional and realistic theological exposition, he 

successfully incorporates his theological discussion into the Platonic framework of the 

Cosmographia.  The various examples of three-fold organization at every level of the 
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cosmos, which have been created according to a divine blueprint, suggest that this model 

is likewise reflected within the nature of the very Godhead.  Endelechia, Natura, and 

Imarmene maintain order within the Macrocosmos; Urania, Natura, and Physis created 

man according to the plan of the Microcosmos; and the soul, the body, and the bond that 

binds them exist in harmony within man.  Lastly, even Tugaton, the super-essential and 

supreme essence of the Godhead exhibits Trinitarian characteristics in the form of the 

three radiances that are distinguishable within his substance.   

Ultimately, Silvestris does not assert the reality of the Trinity, but rather suggests 

that the paradigms through which he presents an ordered understanding of the cosmos 

likewise apply to man’s understanding of the nature of the Godhead.  Silvestris does not 

subscribe to the concrete existence of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as reality, but 

instead believes that the model of two opposites, the Father and Son, united by the Holy 

Spirit, which flows between either, presents a valid structure through which man can 

symbolically understand God.  He emphasizes the form of a Trinitarian model as a 

vehicle for human understanding, rather than asserting the substantial existence and 

definitive existence of the parts of the Trinity. 

 
Hierarchy within the ‘Cosmographia’ 

 
Within the Cosmographia, Silvestris also presents a paradigm of temporal power. 

By nature, the Cosmographia advocates a hierarchical distribution of power, and 

Silvestris especially emphasizes the presence and role of vertical relationships within the 

cosmos.   Furthermore, Silvestris not only constructs vertical hierarchies between entities 
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within the Cosmographia, but he also incorporates this notion spatially into the very 

structure and model of the cosmos. 

Silvestris’ most overtly depicts hierarchy in the various relationships that exist 

between the entities and theophanies in the Cosmographia.  In the first book of the 

Macrocosmos, Silvestris clearly characterizes Noys as Natura’s superior.  Throughout 

Natura’s appeal, she is styled as a suppliant and her tone is overwhelmingly deferential.  

Beyond the opening of her address to Noys, where she calls upon Noys as vite viventis 

imago and deus orta deo, she also implores Noys simply to let her speak, and at the end 

of her speech she expresses similar modesty that signifies her subservience.45  

Furthermore, after Noys grants her request, Natura responds by throwing herself at Noys’ 

feet.46  Natura’s appeal to Noys resembles that of a suppliant, and a clear patron-client 

sensibility exists between them.  In this way, Silvestris illustrates a model of vertical 

hierarchy between Noys and Natura.  Noys wields all the power in the relationship, 

because the decision to grant or deny Natura’s petition rests solely on her disposition.  

Although Natura seeks to influence Noys’ decision through her speech, her modesty and 

deference signify that she acknowledges Noys’ superiority in their relationship.  

Accordingly, Silvestris’ characterization of the relationship between Noys and Natura 

presents not only a vertical, but also a highly polarized paradigm of hierarchy.  Noys 

                                                
45.  Macrocosmos I.54: ‘Pace tua, Nois alma, loquar. . . ‘ and I.68: ‘Sed quid ego tibi plura? 

pudet docuisse Minervam.’  

46.  Macrocosmos II.iii.3-5: Cumque iam sentiat quod desiderat exoratum, tam mente quam vultu 
gratiosa summittitur Providentie, genibus advoluta.  
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clearly controls the power in the relationship, and decisions are made according to her 

will alone.   

Beyond the relationship between Noys and Natura, Silvestris illustrates a vertical 

power structure in his representation of divinity and materiality.  Noys’ very ability to 

mold Silva-Hyle into the Macrocosmos, and Physis’ ability to create the Microcosmos 

out of the elements signifies that divinity wields power over materiality.  Similarly, just 

as in the relationship between Noys and Natura, the power in the relationship between the 

divine and the material is highly polarized.  Noys and Physis alone decide how they will 

shape the elements and give them form, and Silva-Hyle is completely subject to their 

disposition.  Furthermore, Silvestris reflects the relationship between the divine and the 

material in his depiction of the soul and the body.  The soul, which Silvestris claims is 

divine by nature, wields the power in its relationship with the body.47 By virtue of its 

divine origin, the soul is the seat of man’s will and intellect.  Subsequently, the body is 

depicted as tainted and evil since it is comprised of material elements, and is subject to 

the soul’s disposition.48  The superiority of the divine to the material, according to 

Silvestris, is manifest in the very structure of the cosmos: 

In the precise structure of the universe’s body, fire resides at a higher point.  The 
air and the earth gather below, the earth at the bottom, the air in the middle.  From 
the firmament, divinity orders and governs.  The powers that reside in the air or in 
the ether carry out these commands.  And the lands that lie below are governed by 
them.  The arrangement is not otherwise in man, that the soul ought to govern 
from his head, that the vitality established in his chest ought to carry out the soul’s 

                                                
47.  Cf.  Microcosmos XI.i.2: ‘Compositio anime ex Endelichia, et virtutum edificatione’  

48.  Microcosmos XII.61-2: ‘Cognatas sordes innataque crimina certis extenuare modis’  
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commands, and that the loins and organs placed below ought to be ruled by 
them.49 

 Thus the predominance of vertical relationships exists not only metaphorically in the 

relationships between Noys and Natura and between divinity and materiality, but also 

physically in the very arrangement of the cosmos.  God governs the cosmos not only 

because of his divine nature, but also because of his position at the peak of the firmament.  

Similarly, Physis creates man’s body according to this model.  The soul by nature of its 

divinity ought to govern the rest of man’s body; therefore, it is fitting that the soul also 

resides at the topmost point of the body.   

 Ultimately, Silvestris presents a model of hierarchy and power that permeates 

every facet of cosmos.  He asserts that the cosmos was shaped according to relationships 

based on vertical and highly polarized structures of power.  Moreover, not only does this 

paradigm apply to the Macrocosmos but it also applies to the Microcosmos.  The 

structure of power in the cosmos is reflected in the construction of man: just as the 

governing force in the cosmos resides at its physical peak, and that which it governs lies 

at its base, so does the soul reside in man’s head, the capitolium corporis,50 in order that 

it may govern the rest of the body.  Furthermore, since both man and the cosmos were 

created in complete accordance with the divine will, Silvestris suggests that temporal 

power structures created by man ought to likewise conform to this model.  Hierarchy and 
                                                

49.  Microcosmos XIII.x.3-10: In illo subtili mundani corporis apparatu, fastigio celum 
supereminet altiore.  Aer, terra--terra de infimo, aer de medio--circumsistunt.  De celo deitas imperat et 
disponit.  Exequuntur iussionem que in aere vel in ethere mansistant potestates.  Terrena que subteriacent 
gubernantur.  Non secus et in homine cautum est, inperaret anima in capita, exequeretur vigor eius 
constitutus in pectore, regerentur partes infime pube tenus et infra collocate.  See Wetherbee, 
Cosmographia, 121. 

50.  Microcosmos.XIII.xi.6  



 

 131 

power maintain order within the cosmos: Noys established Endelechia, Natura, and 

Imarmene to govern the Macrocosmos and ordered Urania, Natura, and Physis to create 

man according to her design.  According to Silvestris, order necessitates a governing 

power, for only authority can maintain harmony in a cosmos that perpetually tends 

towards chaos. 

 
Orthodoxy within the ‘Cosmographia’ 

 
 Silvestris presents a definite model for general structures of power and authority 

within the Cosmographia, but he also alludes more specifically to the role of orthodoxy 

within a power structure.  After Noys arranges the cosmos, Silvestris mentions a 

paradigm through which the established order will be maintained: 

Therefore provision was made in the divine plan that whatsoever in the temporal 
order might violate the scheme of the universe, disorder its substance, or interfere 
with its operation should be cut away with the sources of its activity and 
destroyed.51 
 

In the above passage, Silvestris clearly alludes to orthodoxy and highlights its purpose 

within the power structure of the cosmos.  The provision that any part of the cosmos that 

introduces chaos or interferes with the established order ought to be cut away and 

destroyed reflects the paradigm according to which the Church enforced orthodoxy.  To 

many orthodox polemicists, heterodoxy was a cancer on the Body of Christ, and 

surgically removing this blemish was the only way to prevent it from spreading.  By 

showing how the methods through which the Church maintained orthodoxy had 
                                                

51.  Wetherbee, Cosmographia, 73.  See Macrocosmos II.xi.17-20: Cautum est igitur altiori 
consilio, ut cum causis suis succidatur et pereat quicquid possit in tempore vel ingenium mundi ledere vel 
turbare substantiam vel illius officere discipline.  
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precedent in the cosmos, Silvestris validates orthodoxy as a legitimate paradigm for 

maintaining order.  Even moreso, Silvestris believes that the practice of separating and 

eliminating heterodoxy conforms with the divine plan that governs the cosmos.  Thus, 

Silvestris presents a complete system of structuring and maintaining power in the 

cosmos, that in turn serves as the ideal example around which man ought to construct his 

own power structures.  He argues that, because these models exist in the cosmos and 

were built in accordance with the divine will, they similarly best suit man’s needs.  It 

translates that the structures that maintain the order of the cosmos, which naturally tends 

towards chaos, will likewise maintain order among men, who naturally tend towards 

disorder.   

 
The Legacy of the ‘Cosmographia’:  Science and Aesthetics 

 
 Silvestris stresses the presence and importance of relationships and interaction at 

every level of the cosmos: the relationship between Noys and Natura, between the 

Macrocosmos and the Microcosmos, and between the body and the soul.  On the broadest 

level, the Cosmographia itself represents the relationship between art and science.  The 

confluence of Silvestris’ Classical and contemporary influences and the blending of 

poetic art with natural science within the Cosmographia together result in Silvestris’ 

argument regarding the dialectic of aesthetics.  Silvestris asserts that aesthetics are the 

dialectic vehicle for beauty, which emerges from the interaction between the object and 

the observer.  Silvestris bases his concept of aesthetics on the creation account from 

Genesis I.  God affirms the beauty of creation when He observes it and notes that it is 

good.  The dialectic between God and the cosmos establishes the precedent for aesthetics 
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within the cosmos.  Silvestris alludes to this model of aesthetics in the Cosmographia 

when Noys first examines her arrangement of the cosmos:  “She [Noys] began to 

examine the initial results of her labor: she saw that all the things she had made were 

good, and would be pleasing in the sight of God.”52  This presents a view of the cosmos 

that contrasts with Natura’s first description of Hyle, who “was able to frighten her very 

creator with her ill-formed countenance.”53  In the process of arranging the cosmos and 

establishing order, Noys simultaneously established the foundations for aesthetics in the 

cosmos.  When Noys first examined her work, she saw that it would be pleasing in the 

sight of God; the concept of beauty had emerged from the interaction between object and 

observer.   

 Silvestris further asserts that this artistic dialectic of aesthetics is fundamentally 

linked with science and the laws of nature.  Whereas the interaction between an object 

and observer establishes the presence of beauty, the dialectic between aesthetics and 

science intertwines the notions of beauty and truth.  Aesthetics establish that something is 

beautiful, science seeks to answer why.  When Noys observes the cosmos, and sees that it 

will be pleasing in the sight of God, Silvestris follows this statement with a scientific 

explanation seeking to explain why: “Because species had emerged from the refinement 

of matter, a median tendency from the imposition of law, stability from materiality, a 

                                                
52.  Macrocosmos II.xi.1-2: Ad delibati primitias operis oculos ceperat circumferre: bona vidit 

omnia que fecisset, deique aspectibus placitura.  

53.  Macrocosmos I.31  
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single fullness from many parts.”54 Noys established order to arrange the cosmos; she 

refined away chaos through the imposition of law: 

She established law and restrained their [the elements’] boldness.  Rude as they 
were, she balanced the recalcitrant and unruly materials with proportions, 
established means between them, and bound them in numerical proportion.55 

 
Noys had made the cosmos beautiful through establishing scientific laws and joining the 

elements with mathematically proportionate bonds.  The framework of the elements she 

constructed formed the foundation for aesthetics within the cosmos; the beauty of the 

cosmos emerged out of the order and law Noys used to arrange it. 

Silvestris’ model of aesthetics illustrated the predominant way that his 

contemporaries perceived beauty.  The cosmos represented the aesthetic pinnacle of 

beauty to the Medieval mind.  The popular Classical notion of the “music of the spheres” 

displays one of the prominent ways in which medieval thinkers drew parallels between 

earthly and heavenly aesthetics.  The idea that music arose from mathematical 

proportions dated back to Pythagoras and Plato, and was communicated in medieval 

times primarily through Latin commentaries and the introduction of Arabic texts.56  The 

proportion between pitches produced harmony within music; the mathematical law that 

                                                
54.  Macrocosmos II.xi.3-5: Quippe quibus ex politione species, tenor esset ex ligamine, ex 

materia firmitas, ex partibus plenitudo. . . ; See Wetherbee, Cosmographia, 73.  

55.  Macrocosmos II.vii.5-8: leges indidit, licentiam refrenavit.  Rudes ut erant, indisciplinatas 
reluctantesque materias exequavit potentiis, coniunxit medietatibus, numeris illigavit. Cf.  Wetherbee, 
Cosmographia, 71. 

56.  Macrobius’ Commentarii in Somnium Scipionis served as one of the primary texts, and it 
discussed Cicero’s assertion that the proportional movement of celestial bodies produced consonance.  
Calcidius’ translation of the Timaeus as well as Latin translations of Arabic works discussed how 
proportions created ordered and aesthetic relationships.  See also, Richard L. Crocker. “Pythagorean 
Mathematics and Music,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 22, no. 2 (1963): 189-198. 
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joined the two pitches resulted in the beauty that the listener observed.  Silvestris briefly 

alludes to this concept of the “music of the spheres” in the Cosmographia when he 

describes the arrangement of the planets: “I have fashioned the body of the sun with a 

brilliant, flaming, and rounded form, for him, set at the center of things, the planetary 

spheres join in harmonious chorus.”57  The notion of the “music of the spheres” thus 

represents both the dialectic between aesthetics and science and the dialectic between 

man’s perception of beauty and the model of beauty inscribed in the cosmos.     Nature 

and the cosmos were perfect examples of beauty, as they had been arranged according to 

a divine plan.  Subsequently, in attempting to perfect the human aesthetic, man based his 

art on the scientific laws and mathematical proportions that made the universe beautiful. 

Through attempting to emulate a divine model in art, the medieval aesthetic 

sought not only to represent divine truth in form but also to convey divine truth in 

substance.  Moreover, Silvestris emphasized the superiority of sight when he described 

the five senses:  

Just as much the sun, the eye of the world, stands above its companion stars and 
claims the firmament as its own, so too does sight obscure the other senses in 
honor, and the totality of man exists in this light.58 

 
Art was a powerful medium for conveying truth and ideology because it appealed to 

sight, the primary sense through which man derived meaning.  Furthermore, visual 

aesthetics were universally applicable; every man, regardless of class or education, could 

                                                
57.  Microcosmos I.iv.1-2: ‘Ignita, clara, teretique forma solara corpus composui, cui planetarii 

orbes concinerent ad medium collocato.’  Cf.  Wetherbee, Cosmographia, 92.  

58.  Microcosmos XIV.41-44: Sol, oculus mundi, quantum conmunibus astris preminet, et celum 
vendicat usque suum, non aliter sensus alios obscurat honore visus, et in solo lumine totus homo est. 
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view art and construct meaning from its substance.  Bernard of Clairvaux, although he 

rebuked the material excesses of Cluny and other monasteries, conceded that the visual 

aesthetics of churches could serve a spiritual purpose: 

I say nought of the vast height of your churches, their immoderate length, their 
superfluous breadth, the costly polishings: the curious carvings and paintings 
which attract the worshipper’s gaze and hinder his attention [. . . ] Let this pass 
however; say that it is done in God’s honor.  And indeed the bishops have an 
excuse which monks have not; for we know that they, being debtors to both the 
wise and the unwise, and unable to excite the devotion of carnal folk by spiritual 
things, do so by bodily adornments.59   
 

Art assumed the role of conveying truth and orthodoxy where the written word fell short.  

Whereas the Cosmographia and the writings of Silvestris’ contemporaries represented a 

“Macrocosmic” view of orthodoxy, applicable only to the educated elite, visual aesthetics 

conveyed a view of truth and orthodoxy on a “Microcosmic” level.  Although local, 

uneducated people may not have consciously understood the complex dialectic that 

existed between art and science or beauty and truth, when they looked at art they 

nevertheless constructed a paradigm of truth that was influenced by the art they viewed.  

Conscious observance of one’s material reality subconsciously translated into the 

construction of ideology.  In this regard, every visual aspect of the medieval world 

contained a variety of meanings.60  The medieval mindset operated on the basis of 

relationships: the mediating relationships between the elements resulted in the cosmos, 

                                                
59.  Richard Pestell.  “Medieval Art and the Performance of Medieval Music,” Early Music 15, 

no. 1 (1987): 58.  

60.  Marilyn Aronberg Lavin, The Place of Narrative: Mural Decoration in Italian Churches, 431-
1600  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994): 1-2, 5-6. 
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the proportional relationship of sounds produced harmony, and the relationship between 

observance and one’s construction of reality resulted in ideology.61 

 

The Conti Family 

The Conti family developed initially as a branch of the Counts of Tusculum, and 

grew to great power in the twelfth century because of its prominent holdings both north 

and south of Rome.  Based south of Rome at Anagni, the Conti family developed a 

massive trading network that eventually included most of the major roads that lead out of 

Italy from Rome.  This foundation in trade enabled the Conti family to develop their 

papal dynasty that would last for over a century between the pontificates of Innocent III 

(1198-1216) and Boniface VIII (1294-1303).   

The control over both roads and towns underpinned much of the Conti family’s 

power.  When Adrian IV (1154-1159) began to expand and solidify papal holdings in 

towns such as Orvieto and Acquapendente, he likewise built castra, or small forts, along 

the roads.62  This served a variety of purposes: not only did it protect the roads and 

facilitate trade, but it also enabled the papacy to collect taxes and rents more efficiently. 

The taxes and tolls from the towns and roads of Central Italy formed the generated 

significant and consistent revenue.  Because the papacy claimed both secular and 

ecclesiastical authority over many of these towns, it was entitled to the taxes and judicial 

                                                
61.  Miranda Lundy and Jason Martineau,  Quadrivium: The Four Classical Liberal Arts of 

Number, Geometry, Music, and Cosmology  (Walker & Co., 2010). 

62.  Daniel Waley, The Papal State in the Thirteenth Century (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
1961): 13.      
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fees traditionally collected by secular lords.63  There existed no homogenous “Papal 

State,” however, as the papacy was only able to build and expand its control on a town-

by-town basis.  In Italy, where nearly every town or commune was simultaneously 

entrenched in both internal battles between the nobles and popolani and external battles 

with perennial nemeses across the plain, establishment of sweeping “regional” control 

was impossible.64  Thus, papal relations with townships that it considered to lay within 

the “Patrimony” were greatly varied.  Some towns accepted papal jurisdiction, whereas 

others only agreed to an alliance; these ties varied both by time period as well as 

individual pope.  For instance, Adrian IV took great strides establish papal ties with 

towns such as Todi, but most of these bonds were severed or diminished under Alexander 

III (1159-1181), who faced the constant inroads of Frederick Barbarossa.65  During this 

formative stage of familial expansion, the Conti family stood fast as one of the primary 

supporters of the papacy.  The Conti seats of power at Anagni and Segni remained as the 

last outpost of Alexander III, from which he excommunicated Barbarossa in 1176.66  

Furthermore, the cities traditionally ascribed to the Conti’s, such as Anagni and Orvieto, 

                                                
63.  See Fredric L.  Cheyette, Ermengard of Narbonne and the World of the Troubadours (Cornell 

University Press, 2001), for an excellent discussion of the tensions between secular and ecclesiastical 
figures within cities.  Cheyette especially highlights the tension between Ermengard and the Archbishop 
Berengar over such matters as road tolls, mill taxes, and market disputes.  These issues were likewise 
present between the ruling secular and episcopal lords in Italian communes. 

64.  The Communal movement began in the early to mid-twelfth century, in which individual 
towns began to assert their autonomy from absentee overlords.  Likewise, most communes in Italy had a 
nearby enemy, and the enmity between the two was often deep-seated, centuries (if not millennia) old, and 
highly volatile.  Examples of such pairs include: Assisi and Perugia; Orvieto and Bolsena; Pisa and Luca; 
and Florence and Siena. 

65.  Waley, 14.  

66.  Ibid, 17.   
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were particularly resilient to the inroads of German emperors, representing papal 

strongholds both north and south of Rome.   

The Conti family claimed Anagni as a definitive base of operations.  Anagni was 

heavily fortified as well as strategically placed on a hill overlooking the Via Casilina.  

This offered economic as well as defensive benefits to the Conti’s, for they were both 

protected and able to reap the benefits of collecting toll from traffic moving north from 

the Regno to Rome.  Furthermore, the Conti’s claimed the suburbicarian region of Segni, 

granting them considerable sway in the curia.  Although Innocent III was the first Conti 

family member to sit on the papal throne, the family had already participated in papal and 

curial politics for decades.  The Conti’s control over Segni placed them on equal footing 

with the other suburbicarian families that vied for both secular and ecclesiastical power in 

and around Rome.  Because Segni supplied a cardinal-bishop to the curia, the Conti 

family held a vested interest in placing their own family members in this See, so that they 

could participate in papal elections.  At Lateran III in 1179 Alexander III instituted the 

canon that a two-thirds majority within the curia was necessary to elect a pope.  Because 

of this canon, alliances between the traditionally ambivalent and hostile families of the 

Roman nobility became increasingly necessary.67  Alexander III’s electoral canon thus 

sought to decrease the power of the individual power of suburbicarian bishoprics and the 

families that ruled over them.  The Conti family’s ability to counter this measure by 

                                                
67.  Gabrielle Sutherland, “Clare of Assisi: A New Paradigm of Sainthood,” Doctoral Dissertation 

(Baylor University, 2009), 142. 
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creating alliances with many of the suburbicarian families helped establish and maintain 

their power over the papal office.    

The Conti family traditionally battled the Orsini family over the suburbicarian 

district of Ostia-Velletri, to the west of Segni.  Innocent III selected his nephew, 

Hugolino de Conti di Segni as Cardinal-Bishop of Ostia.  As Cardinal-Bishop of Ostia, 

Hugolino transformed the city into an economic asset for the Conti’s.  He took full 

advantage of Ostia’s position as one of the primary ports to Rome on the Tiber, and he 

revitalized the salt-pans of Ostia, and cleaned out the ancient canals that had become 

unusable due to build-up.68  This not only bolstered the economic viability of Ostia, but 

also the communal independence of Rome, which was no longer dependent on Genoa for 

its salt.  Following his own ascension to the papacy, Hugolino (now Gregory IX) 

appointed his nephew, Rainaldo de Conti di Segni, as Cardinal-Bishop of Ostia-Velletri.69  

Rainaldo, the future pope Alexander IV (1254-61), was a count of Segni by birth and was 

also politically associated with the Orsini family, so his appointment to the See of Ostia-

Velletri signified a temporary armistice between the Orsini and Conti, at least 

temporarily.   

The Conti’s success in Ostia was not ubiquitous, however.  Securing an alliance 

with the suburbicarian district of Palestrina remained a constant goal of the Conti family, 

but the Colonna family, the Conti’s most notable rival, held the district.  Innocent III’s 

brother would attempt to establish a foothold in this region by marrying his son into the 
                                                

68.  Ibid, 519-20 

69.  Ibid, 205-6.   
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family of the counts of Poli. 70  This marriage did not facilitate the growth of the Conti’s 

influence in this region, though, as the Colonna lords at Palestrina remained hostile.  

Boniface VIII (1294-1303) ordered Palestrina to be raised and the land to be salted due to 

the Colonna family’s resistance to his aggressive papal initiatives. 

When Innocent III ascended to the papal seat in 1198, the broad network of towns 

and roads under Conti influence buttressed his influence.  Although the Conti family had 

traditionally engaged the papacy on friendly terms, offering asylum to popes such as 

Adrian IV, Alexander III, and Lucius III when they were forced out of Rome by Imperial 

inroads of turbulence among the noble families, this aid did not denote obedience or even 

allegiance.  Self-interest and communal interest motivated the Conti family, not devotion 

to the papal institution.  When Innocent III became pope, the family interests of the 

Counts of Segni temporarily aligned with the institutional interests of the papacy and the 

personal motivations of the family popes who inhabited it.  As such, neither the 

consolidation of papal authority and the acquisition of territory that are associated with 

Innocent’s pontificate, nor the various expansionalist policies of subsequent Conti popes 

can be separated from family considerations.        

As the first Conti pope, Innocent III helped reinforce the Conti family ties that 

extended their power along many of the primary roads that led out from Rome.  To the 

north, Innocent re-established Conti presence in Viterbo both through the use of military 

force (with the support of his brother, Richard) and consistent curial presence during the 

                                                
70.  Waley, 68-90.  
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summer.71 He likewise reinforced Conti influence along Via Cassia thru Orvieto by using 

his family members as rectors.72  He helped extend Conti influence to the northeast along 

the Via Flaminia primarily through expelling Conrad of Urslingen, an imperial legate 

sent by Barbarossa in 1177, from Spoleto and reasserting Adrian IV and Alexander III’s 

claims to the Duchy.73 Likewise, he secured the submission of Perugia along the Via 

Amerina in 1210.74  The Conti’s traditional family holdings were south of Rome in the 

Campagnia.  Here they held lands along the Via Casilina, Via Appia, and Via Latina with 

prominent strongholds at Segni, Anagni, and Ferentino.75   

Although Innocent enjoyed a somewhat more stable foothold in Rome than 

previous popes, such as Alexander III, staying in Rome was nevertheless an 

uncomfortable situation.  In contrast with the lavish trans-urban procession that marked 

his coronation, Innocent was confined to the holdings of his brother Richard, and brother-

in-law, Peter Annibaldi in northeast Rome for the majority of his pontificate.  Tensions 

with the Orsini, the Colonna, and the Frangipani constantly fluctuated, often resulting in 

                                                
71.  Ibid, 81  

72.  Adrian IV had established both Orvieto and Acquapendente as papal holdings, and he had 
built the castra  that protected the Via Francigena and Cassia between these cities and Rome.  Innocent III 
constantly asserted his authority in Viterbo through holding his papal parliament there over the summer, 
particularly in 1207.  See Moore, 169-73. 

73.  Sutherland, 132-9.  

74.  Waley, 60.  

75.  Waley, 68-90.  
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bloodshed.76  As such, Innocent spent the majority of his pontificate outside of Rome, 

particularly in his family holdings along the Via Casilina.  

The Conti family established its authority in these towns through placing Conti 

family members as secular and ecclesiastical officials, but they maintained their authority 

through trade and commerce.  Even before Innocent, the Conti family had been acting as 

a consortium.  A consortium, the unit central to the rise of communes in Italy, consisted 

of the central “nucleus” of a family, and a consortium initially functioned the territorial 

interests of a family.77  As the notion of the constortium developed, it came to envelop 

both judicial and mercantile interests as well.   By Innocent III’s pontificate, alliances 

between various consortia spread across the countryside, forming grids and bulwarks that 

protected territories, roads, and the prerogatives therein.  The Counts of Segni led the 

consortium that controlled Segni and the Campagnia; their domination was perpetuated 

by the defensive and economic viability of their seats of power at Anagni and Segni.  The 

Conti’s dominated the primary arteries through the Campagnia, and the network of 

alliances that they incorporated into the consortium from the late-twelfth century through 

the thirteenth century granted them access to ancillary roads.   

Innocent III and subsequent Conti popes continued to expand the Conti 

consortium.  The marriage of Innocent’s sister to Peter Annibaldi incorporated another 

Roman family into the Conti consortium.  Building on this foundation, Gregory IX 

ensured passage through Rome for the Conti consortium through acquiring vital points 
                                                

76.  Moore, 91.  

77.  Sutherland, 78-81. 
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along the Tiber, such as Deruta.  Deruta is a small town near Perugia, famous for its 

pottery.78  By incorporating Deruta into the Conti consortium, Gregory not only fortified 

his position in the Spoleto Valley, but he also established a vital, taxable route for 

moving goods from the valley to Rome.  Even moreso, his projects in Ostia as cardinal-

bishop and his incorporation of Deruta represent a vital link in the Conti consortium.  

Ostia and the Spoleto Valley provided the goods, namely salt and olive oil, and Deruta 

provided the means for transporting them.  Thus, the Conti consortium had developed 

into a self-sustaining controlling both the goods and the means of trade.  The joining of 

Rome by means of the Tiber represented the culmination of a Conti consortium initiative 

that occurred over many years and generations.  Had Innocent’s mother not hailed from 

aristocratic Roman stock, it is likely that he would have struggled to establish a foothold 

in Rome by incorporating the Annibaldi family into the consortium.  Furthermore, if 

Innocent had not established a foothold in Rome, then Gregory would not have been able 

to extend the influence of the consortium from Rome to Deruta along the Tiber.  

Additionally, if the Conti’s had not gradually spread their network of alliances from 

Segni towards Ostia, then Gregory IX would have been surrounded by hostile Orsini, and 

it is probable that he would not have been able to fulfill his initiatives.  These commercial 

bonds still represented territorial power, even if the Conti family did not forcefully obtain 

it through conquest.   

                                                
78.  Ibid, 518-22.  
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The Conti consortium respected the identity of communes such as Deruta.  

Communes considered their local goods and trades to be collateral for horizontal 

bargaining—a means for maintaining a sense of identity and autonomy.  The consortium 

did not seek to control Deruta or violently seek to sheer it of its identity, but rather, it 

included Deruta in the consortium.  This resulted in economic benefits for both parties, 

and the success of the agreement was ensured because the Conti’s understood and 

appealed to a deeply ingrained notion of commercium.  Exchange was the key, the 

cornerstone that previous overlords seeking to establish power through domination had 

not understood.    

The strong role that commerce and trade played in maintaining Conti authority 

also contributed to their ability to spread an ideological and orthodox message.  The 

merchants, who served as the vehicles for trade both within and outside of the Conti’s 

sphere of influence, exhibited a particular propensity for coalescing into groups centered 

on lay piety.  These groups, which came to be known as lay confraternities, focused on 

lay piety through practices such as laudatory singing and penitential acts.  They 

subsequently allowed merchants to fulfill their role within the secular sphere while 

simultaneously engaging in relevant, spiritual forms of religious devotion.79  The lay 

confraternities developed in the twelfth century out of the merchant guilds, which had 

been in existence since as early as the tenth century.80 They coalesced around the ideals 

                                                
79.  Blake Wilson, Music and Merchants: The Laudesi Companies of Republican Florence 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 28.  

80.  Richard Mackenney, Tradesmen and Traders: The World of the Guilds in Venice and Europe, 
c1250-1650 (London: Croom Helm, 1987), 1.  
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of the buon comune and the vita commune, which included notions of both economic as 

well as religious well-being on a communal scale.81  This included the prevention of 

heresy, in most cases, as the papal sanctions against towns with heretics often bore severe 

economic and spiritual penalties.82  A papal interdict affected entire towns, or even 

regions, and prevented other Christians in good standing from conducting trade with the 

town or region under interdict.  Although the leaders who were responsible for the 

interdict tended to ignore the penalties, the lower peasant and merchant classes 

nevertheless adhered closely to the terms, genuinely fearful of spiritual punishment.  

The papacy faced heresy in the Italian peninsula for nearly a century when 

Innocent III ascended to the papal throne in 1198, and combating heresy on an individual 

and communal basis was difficult through sweeping ecclesiastical measures.  

Ecclesiastical measures simply proved inadequate to the task of preventing heresy among 

the laity, especially in Italy.  Bishops acted as feudal lords, and were regarded as such by 

the laity in their diocese.  Bishops were either unable to enforce orthodoxy, due to the 

inherent disconnect between the lay and ecclesiastical strata, or simply unwilling.83  

Thus, Innocent III sponsored the confraternities and other penitential groups, such as the 

Humiliati, and used them as vehicles for spreading and maintaining orthodoxy.84  The lay 
                                                

81.  John Henderson, Piety and Charity in Late Medieval Florence (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1994), 17.   

82.  P. D. Clarke, “Peter the Chanter, Innocent III and Theological Views on Collective Guilt,” 
The Journal of Ecclesiastical History 52 (2001): 1-20.  

83.  The Archbishops of Narbonne were infamous for turning a blind eye towards heresy, 
engendering the animosity of many popes, such as Innocent III.  See Moore, 149-52  

84.  Ibid, 147-8.  
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confraternities, who traveled from town to town by virtue of their merchant status, 

simultaneously served as vehicles of orthodoxy for the papacy.  The merchants 

maneuvered and operated in lay circles, so they were naturally more disposed towards 

appealing to the laity than bishops or papal legates. 

The Laudesi companies were particularly effective in spreading an orthodox 

message.    The Laudesi companies followed the musicle example of both St. Francis of 

Assisi and traditional merchant companies.  Merchants traditionally entered towns 

singing, drawing attention to their goods and wares.  On the other hand, Francis of Assisi 

encouraged his companions to use singing as a means of resolving disputes, allegedly 

telling two friars to “Go and sing the ‘Canticle of Brother Sun’ before the bishop, the 

podestà, and the others who are with them.  And I trust in the Lord that He will 

immediately humble their hearts and they will return to their earlier friendship and 

love.”85  Similarly, the laudesi companies used singing for their anti-heretical purposes, 

operating from a platform of personal persuasion rather than militant force.86  These 

companies, acting as merchants and emulating the Franciscan friars, traveled between 

towns facilitating trade and encouraging orthodoxy through song.  All the while, they 

were acting under the auspices of the papacy as they spread their message and their goods 

to the Conti-controlled towns along the major roads of central Italy.   

                                                
85.  “A Mirror of Perfection of the Status of a Lesser Brother 9.101” in Francis of Assisi: Early 

Documents, 3:348, eds. Regis J. Armstrong, et al. (New York: New York City Press, 1999-2001).  

86.  Henderson, 57.  
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It is not surprising the Conti popes encouraged the formation and growth of 

confraternities, because it appealed to both their commercial and spiritual interests.  

Innocent III was a staunch advocate of the active life, or vita active as opposed to the 

contemplative life, or vita contemplativa.  Francis of Assisi and his companions 

exemplified the vita activa, both practicing it and encouraging it among the laity 

wherever they travelled.  Naturally, the travelling life of a Franciscan friar (as it was 

designed by Francis) was sympathetic to the travels of a merchant.  Also, the vita activa 

that the friars advocated resonated with the desire among the laity to actively participate 

in spirituality.   Thus, the Conti’s and the papacy benefited both economically and 

spiritually from their support of the laudesi companies. The companies travelled as 

merchants, likely as members of the Conti consortium, and facilitated trade.  At the same 

time, however, their public example of devotion such as lauda singing, encouraged their 

fellow laymen to likewise participate in the vita activa through communal, and orthodox, 

means. 
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Aesthetics, Orthodoxy, and Papal Authority 

 The Conti consortium granted access to the roads necessary for spreading their 

ideological message.  In turn, towards the end of the twelfth century, the Conti family 

used its power over the papacy to consolidate orthodoxy and ideology into a unified 

assertion of authority.  The papacy simultaneously presented a “macrocosmic” argument 

of orthodoxy and a “microcosmic” construct of ideology, both of which were buttressed 

by cosmological appeals.  The papal edifice of power that was constructed in the late 

twelfth century closely resembled the models of authority and power presented within the 

Cosmographia.  The papacy capitalized on the dialectic models of art and science 

presented by Silvestris as a vehicle for conveying and establishing its ideology.  The 

Conti family’s approach to ideology and authority is illustrated by the frescoes in a rarely 

seen crypt beneath the Cattedrale di Santa Maria at Anagni.  A tiny hilltop town 

southwest of Rome, Anagni’s obscurity belies its significance.  The frescoes in the crypt 

beneath the cathedral, which served as a physical extension of the papal palace at Anagni, 

depict an ideology that celebrates the dialectic unity between the trivium and quadrivium, 

the spiritual and the scientific, and the cosmographical and the Biblical.87   

The structures around which the papacy built its power highly resembled those 

that Silvestris proposed in the Cosmographia.   The crypt at Anagni visually displays the 

primary components of the ideology that formed the foundation for the Conti family’s 

approach to papal authority.   The crypt’s chamber in the cathedral at Anagni is divided 
                                                

87.   The frescoes within the crypt were painted between the 11th and 13th centuries.  See: 
Lorenzo Cappeletti, Gli Affreschi della Cripta Anagnina Iconologia (Editrice Pontificia Università 
Gregoriana: Rome, 2002): 7-15.   
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laterally into three vaulted aisles and longitudinally into three columns.88  The divisions 

between the aisles are the pillars that separate the crypt into three vaulted sections, 

whereas the three apses within the crypt mark the boundaries between the three 

longitudinal columns.  The crypt contains a variety of narrative cycles that each in turn 

contribute to the overall message of the crypt.  Some narratives depict the lives of saints, 

particularly Saint Magnus, who is buried in the crypt.  Conversely, other narratives 

present the lives of prophets, the passage of the Ark, and Christ.  Although each narrative 

tells a different story, they all focus on central themes of time and the dialectic between 

man and the divine.  Each story begins at the central fresco at the back of the crypt, 

facing the primary apse.  This painting shows Christ Pantocrator, and depicts the account 

from John I.  The Apostle John is shown to Christ’s left holding a scroll that says, “In the 

beginning was the Word,” and Christ holds a scroll in his left hand that says, “I am the 

light of the world, he who follows me will not wander.”89  Christ’s scroll emphasizes his 

role as a prophet on earth, whereas the Apostle John’s scroll emphasizes Christ’s eternal 

nature as the Divine Logos.  This fresco establishes the primary themes that the narrative 

cycles will follow.  It depicts the eternal and temporal nature of Christ, as well as his 

human and divine nature.  Furthermore, this fresco functions in conjunction with the 
                                                

88. Figures 1-3: David Moore, “Division of Vaults,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010).  See also Lavin, 
6-10:  It is interesting to note the purposeful nature of the narrative cycle in the crypt.  Typically, the center 
aisle of a cathedral crypt follows one of several formats, but the Anagni crypt stands apart in the artistic 
arrangement.  The Anagni Chamber is unique in that the center aisle occupies a place in the narrative of its 
own, and not as a continuation of either of the other two aisles, nor as a bridge between them. This is 
unheard of in narrative frescoes. (Styles of three chamber crypts are: Double Parallel, Wraparound, 
Counterclockwise, Apse, Cat’s Cradle, Boustrophedon, Straight-Line Vertical, Up-Down, Down-Up, and 
Left-Right, Right-Left Patterns.  Again the Anagni crypt follows none of these patterns.) 

89.  See Figure 4: David Moore, “Christ Lux Mundi,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010).  
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painting over the primary apse that depicts the apocalyptic account from Revelations.  

Whereas the Christ Lux Mundi fresco depicts Christ at the beginning of time, the 

apocalyptic fresco shows Christ as the lamb of the apocalypse with seven eyes and seven 

horns, holding a scroll that says, “Behold the Lion of the tribe of Juda, the root of David, 

has triumphed to open the book.”90  These two frescoes depict both the beginning and end 

of time, implying that the narratives that they frame bear significance for the entire span 

of time.  Likewise, just as the Christ Lux Mundi fresco depicts Christ as both man and the 

Divine Logos, the apocalyptic fresco represents both Christ’s human and divine nature, 

showing him as the Apocalyptic Lamb but also including the description of Christ as the 

root of David. 

The narrative of the Life of St. Magnus, which is depicted in the central section of 

the crypt, follows the themes that the two frescoes of Christ establish.  The miracles of St. 

Magnus are painted on the same side of the crypt as the Christ Lux Mundi fresco, 

emphasizing the role of the saint as a mediator between man and the Divine.91  St. 

Magnus’ decapitation and burial are depicted on the opposite side of the crypt, 

underneath the painting of Christ and the Apocalypse.92  St. Magnus’ decapitation and 

burial are also placed next to the story of his remains, which tells how his body was 

                                                
90.  See Figure 5: David Moore, “Revelations: Christ and the Apocalypse,” Photograph (Anagni: 

2010).   

91.  See Figure 6-7: David Moore, “Miracles of St. Magnus,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010).  See 
also Cappelletti, 228-241.  

92.  See Figure 8: David Moore, “Decapitation of St. Magnus,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010), and 
Figure 9: David Moore, “ Burial of St. Magnus,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010). 
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transferred from Fondi to Veroli and then to Anagni.  These scenes are painted directly 

underneath the painting of Christ and the Apocalypse, and below an adjacent fresco of 

Christ and the martyrs that says, “Vindicate our blood, O God.”93  Together, all of these 

frescoes represent the dialectic that exists between time and eternity.  Whereas the 

opposite wall, which tells the stories of St. Magnus’ miracles, emphasizes his role as a 

mediator between the human and divine, this wall highlights St. Magnus’ mortality.  St. 

Magnus is decapitated, buried, and his remains are moved between towns, but above this 

narrative is the depiction of both the apocalypse and Christ as the redeemer of souls.  

Again Christ, because he acts as the dialectic embodiment of the human and the divine as 

well as the temporal and the eternal, serves as the mediating bond that ushers the human 

soul from the mortality of the body to its eternal abode in his presence. The inclusion of 

St. Magnus also serves another, more local purpose.  Communal identity with Italy was 

inextricably linked to a local, patron saint.  The presence of a saint gave the community a 

figure around which to build their identity; they held annual feasts and processions 

celebrating the fact that the saint had “chosen” their city.  By including the life of St. 

Magnus in the crypt, the Conti’s were asserting their distinct identity, which was 

fundamentally linked to Anagni and its patron saint. 

Another narrative cycle within the crypt depicts the story of the Ark of the 

Covenant.  The Narrative begins with the Death of Eli and the capture of the Ark by the 

                                                
93.  See Figure 10: David Moore, “Christ and the Martyrs,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010).    
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Philistines.94  The following painting shows the Ark as it traveled through various cities 

with the Philistines, including: Ashdod, Gath, Ashkalon, and Gaza.95  The next painting 

tells the story of the ark at Beth Shemesh, where sacrifices of cows are offered.96   Then 

the Ark is shown in its final resting place at the house of Aminadab.97  The narrative 

continues, however, to depict Samuel, the battle at Mizpah, and the story of Samuel and 

Saul at Ramah.98  This narrative cycle presents the Ark as the divine law that joins man 

and God.  Another, subtler, theme of this narrative concerns the roles of secular and 

ecclesiastical authorities.  The Ark is stolen by Philistines, but is eventually recovered 

and safeguarded by Samuel, who is not a king.  Samuel, however, is able to appoint Saul 

as a king by virtue of his authority over divine law.   

It is possible that the Conti family was using this cycle to depict their opinion of 

secular and ecclesiastical authority.  Saul derives his legitimacy from God, but only 

indirectly through Samuel, who controls a more direct link to God in the form of the Ark 

and Divine law.  Thus, the Bible contains the precedent for the power of secular leaders 

being contingent upon approval from ecclesiastical leaders.  Moreover, the inclusion of 

the Ark within the crypt alludes to the notion of God’s chosen people.  In the Bible, 

                                                
94.  See Figure 11: David Moore, “Death of Eli,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010). 

95.  See Figure 12: David Moore, “Ark with the Philistines at Gaza,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010).  

96.  See Figure 13: Cappelletti, “L’arca da Azotum a Besamis passando per la villa absque muro,” 
313.  

97.  See Figure 14: David Moore, “Ark at the House of Aminadab,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010).  

98.  See Figure 15: David Moore, “Samuel,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010), Figure 16: David Moore, 
“The Battle at Mizpah,” and Figure 17: David Moore, “Samuel and Saul at Ramah.” 
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God’s chosen people drew their legitimacy from God and divine law, asserting that their 

rule was congruous with the order of the universe.  Similarly, the Conti’s argued that 

their authority as popes was legitimized by their control of canon law, which, similar to 

the Ark, served as an earthly vehicle for divine law. 

The inclusion of scientific and cosmological paintings in the crypt likewise 

represents the relationship between man and the divine as well as time and eternity.  This 

cycle begins with a painting of the four elements, arranged vertically with Ignis at the 

top, then Aer, Aqua, and Terra at the bottom.99  The adjectives next to the elements depict 

the mediating characteristics that bind the elements in harmony: Ignis is characterized as 

Actus, Subtilis, and Mobilis; Aer is characterized as Subtilis, Mobilis, and Obtusa; Aqua 

is characterized as Mobilis, Obtusa, and Corpulenta; and Terra is characterized as 

Obtusa, Corpulenta, and Immobilis.    Above this painting is a fresco depicting Man as 

the Microcosmos in the center of the Macrocosmos.100  The outermost circle again 

describes the elements: Aer is Calidus et Humidus; Ignis is Calidus et Siccus; Terra is 

Frigida et Sicca; and Aqua is Frigida et Humida.  The next circle then depicts the 

seasons, explaining how they are characterized by the same properties as the elements: 

Ver is Humidum et Calidum; Estas is Calida et Sicca; Autumnus is Frigidus et Siccus; 

and Hiems is Frigida et Humida.  These two circles consist of the Macrocosmos, and 

                                                
99.  See Figure 18: David Moore, “The Four Elements and Mediating Characteristics,” 

Photograph (Anagni: 2010).   

100.  See Figure 19: David Moore, “Man as the Microcosmos,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010).   
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within them is a circle that says, “The same elements thus form the smaller universe.”101  

Inside this circle is the Microcosmos, and the first circle of the Microcosmos depicts the 

four ages of man as well as the four humors that governed the temperament of the human 

body: Pueritia is characterized by Sanguis; Adolescentia is characterized by Colera 

rubra; Iuventus is characterized by Melancolia; and Senetus is characterized by Plegma.  

Lastly, within this circle is another that says, “Man, the Microcosmos is the smaller 

universe.”102  This fresco emphasizes the parallels between man and the cosmos, the 

same elements and properties that characterize the Macrocosmos are present in man in 

the form of the four humors.  Furthermore, just as the four seasons govern the passage of 

time in the Macrocosmos, so too do the four ages govern man’s life.  Here the distinction 

between time and eternity is drawn, however, as the seasons continue perpetually into 

eternity, but man only lives through the four ages once before dying.  Thus, the 

Macrocosmos is an eternal work, and the Microcosmos is a mortal work.  These divine 

constructs are given human significance through another image that presents a dialogue 

between Galen and Isocrates.103   The dialectic between these two represents man’s 

attempt to derive the truth of the divine plan of the Macrocosmos by examining how it 

exists in relation to the reality of the Microcosmos.  Lastly, a fresco depicting the Zodiac 

                                                
101.  See Cappelletti, 270: MINOREM MUNDUM SIC EADEM FORMANT ELEMENTA. 

102.  See Cappelletti, 270: HOMO MICROCOSMUS ID EST MINOR MUNDUS.  

103.  See Figure 20: David Moore, “Galen and Isocrates,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010).  
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cycle depicts the dialectic relationship between the divine model of time, that is the stars, 

and man’s interpretation thereof.104  

The scientific narrative specifically calls attention to the Cosmographia and the 

ways that Silvestris associates law and nature.  Noys establishes law as the foundation of 

both man and the cosmos when she resolves the disputes (litem) and establishes laws and 

boundaries (leges et fines) between them.  This is represented within the crypt by the 

painting of the four elements, which depicts the boundaries that divide them, and the laws 

that bind them in harmony. The Conti popes echoed Silvestris’ argument that law was 

essential to the correct order of the universe.  Whereas Noys instituted the laws that 

guided the cosmos in the Cosmographia, the Conti popes believed that they had the 

authority to issue the laws that defined orthodoxy for man.  Maintaining orthodoxy 

among the Microcosmos was just as important as maintaining the balance of the elements 

in the Macrocosmos.  The Conti family’s approach to orthodox and heresy resembled that 

which Silvestris advocates in the Cosmographia.  If anything disrupted the balance of the 

cosmos, Silvestris declared that it mus be cut away and destroyed, lest the universe 

descend back into chaos.  The Conti popes assumed a similar stance towards heresy.  

They considered the maintenance of orthodoxy to be both the papacy’s responsibility and 

prerogative.  Just as the order of nature was preserved by divine law, so too was the order 

of the microcosmos protected canon law        

                                                
104.  See Figure 21: David Moore, “The Zodiac Cycle,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010), and Figure 

22: David Moore, “Aquarius,” Photograph (Anagni: 2010).    
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The relationship between these various narrative cycles and their distinct content 

represents the dialectical frame of thought that the Conti’s embodied and advocated.  The 

narratives presented were distinct in form: some narratives told lives of the saints, another 

told the story of the Ark and the Philistines, and still another told the story of man’s 

attempt to understand the cosmos through science.  Nevertheless, the function of each 

narrative is the same to emphasize the relationship between time and eternity as well as 

between man and the divine.  The narrative of St. Magnus highlighted the role of the saint 

as a mediator between man and God, and ultimately explored Christ’s position at the 

intersection between God and Man as well as eternity and time.  Even St. Magnus is 

redeemed by Christ, who ushers his soul into Heaven after he is martyred.  The cycle of 

the Ark and the Philistine’s highlights the intersection of divine and human law when 

Samuel appoints Saul as King of Israel.  Lastly, the scientific cycle presents the 

relationship between man and the divine in terms of the Macrocosmos and Microcosmos.  

God created the Macrocosmos perfectly through arranging the elements and binding them 

in harmony.  Man, in turn, is likewise created from these elements, and the structure of 

man mirrors that of the Macrocosmos.  On the whole, the crypt depicts the entire cosmos.  

It presents the narratives of man, the prophets, the saints, law, and Christ, all within the 

frame of Christ in principio and Christ at the apocalypse.  

The frescoes and narrative cycles within the crypt at Anagni serve as a visual 

statement of purpose for the Conti family.  As the family extended its sphere of influence, 

through trade and control over both ecclesiastical and secular offices, the narratives 

within the crypt operated as an ideological justification for their actions.  Beyond the 
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assertion that secular powers derived their authority from ecclesiastical powers through 

the story of Samuel and Saul, the Conti family made another important argument through 

their inclusion of cosmological and scientific frescoes.  The Conti family implied that 

cosmology and science were legitimate vehicles for understanding truth.  The frescoes 

concerning Christ and Biblical scenes provided the truth, whereas the scientific paintings 

sought to explain it.  The Christ Lux Mundi fresco presents the simple truth of creation: 

“In the beginning was the Word,” but the cosmological frescoes provide models that 

explain how this truth is applicable to man in terms of observable reality.   

The dialectic between the Ark narrative and the scientific narrative represent the 

aesthetic dialectic between God and the cosmos within the Creation account.  The divine 

laws that legitimized the rule of God’s chosen people also governed the cosmos.  After he 

created the cosmos, God affirmed its beauty by declaring it to be good.  Therefore, the 

divine laws codified at the Creation, form the boundaries of what constitutes the “proper 

order.”  The chosen people, because they wield the Ark, claim knowledge of these divine 

boundaries and the ability to define them for man through their own laws.  This 

represents Innocent’s claim that canon law, the Ark of divine law that the papacy wields, 

is able to define the boundaries of orthodoxy.  Thus, the narrative cycles together assert 

that the structures of power that the Conti’s were constructing, which they would attempt 

to legitimize through cosmological appeals beginning with Innocent III were applicable, 

relevant, and held precedent within the cosmos itself.   

In the power structure that it established, the papacy under the Conti’s direction 

arranged the three spheres of power in a manner that highly resembled the arrangement of 
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the cosmos in the Cosmographia.   The papacy placed the ecclesiastical sphere at the top 

of this structure, the secular sphere at the bottom, and established the religious sphere as a 

mediating force between the two.  This structure resembled Silvestris’ depiction of the 

three-fold division of the human body.  The brain, which resided in the skull and 

represented the presence of divine nature in man, governed the body.  The loins, which 

Silvestris depicted as the source of desire and the evidence of the curse of man’s material 

nature, were established at the lowest point of man’s body to be governed by the brain.  

Lastly, the heart, which provided the body with vitality, united the brain with the loins, 

and served as the mediating force between the divine and the material.  In this model, the 

papacy had a legitimate claim to authority over both the secular and religious spheres.  

This claim was manifested during Innocent III’s pontificate, as he consistently exercised 

authority over secular and religious affairs throughout his entire reign.   

Immediately upon his ascension to the papal throne, Innocent III was invested 

with the authority to decide the outcome of the Imperial double election between Philip 

of Swabia and Otto of Brunswick.105  In 1198 his influence over the secular sphere was 

further bolstered when Constance of Sicily, the wife of Emperor Henry VI invested 

Innocent III with guardianship over their son, Frederick II.  Thus, in the very first year of 

his reign, Innocent III enjoyed legitimate and direct authority over secular affairs.  

Similarly, Innocent III also enjoyed considerable authority within the religious 

sphere.  The pope’s actions regarding the Cathars in Occitania best illustrate how he 

                                                
105.  Moore, Pope Innocent III (1198-1216): To Root Up and Plant, 15.    
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exercised influence over the religious sphere.  The Cathars were condemned as heretics 

due to their extremely volatile beliefs concerning the evil nature of the body and the rest 

of material creation.  Because the Cathars believed that earthly existence was tainted and 

that salvation was ensured by a single act of dispensation as opposed to a life of 

adherence to the prescribed methods of the Church, they often ignored and undermined 

ecclesiastical authority.106  Catharism was widely popular among the peasant class, but it 

lacked a model of central authority.  Cathar sects were organized on a local level, and 

there existed no governing structure that oversaw these local chapters.  As such, the 

Cathar heresy proved extremely resilient against the Church’s attacks.  In order to combat 

the Cathars, Innocent III invested members of religious orders, the Dominicans in 

particular, with considerable authority within the secular sphere that allowed them to root 

out and destroy the Cathars.  In this original model of the Inquisition, Innocent III subtly 

established the authority of the ecclesiastical sphere over that of the religious sphere.  

Although the Dominican friars battling heresy were acting on behalf of the Church at 

large, the authority that legitimized their actions was granted directly by the papacy.  In 

the future, the papacy would further capitalize on this relationship as the Inquisition 

became an increasingly institutionalized and bureaucratic endeavor.   

In form, the hierarchy of the spheres that the papacy established resembled the 

model advocated by Silvestris.  The ecclesiastical sphere existed at the peak and 

governed the remaining two spheres.  The religious sphere rested in the middle, because 

                                                
106.  O'Shea, Stephen.  The Perfect Heresy: The Revolutionary Life and Death of the Medieval 

Cathars. New York: Barnes & Noble, 2004.  
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although it was governed by the will of the ecclesiastical sphere, it nevertheless enjoyed 

authority and influence over the affairs of the secular spheres.  The secular sphere lay at 

the bottom, due to the considerable degree to which it was subjected to the will of the 

ecclesiastical and religious spheres.  Furthermore, Innocent III acknowledged this 

hierarchy in the form of a cosmological appeal: 

Just as God, the Creator of the universe, established two great lights in the 
firmament of heaven, the greater light to rule over the day and the lesser light to 
rule over the night; so too did he establish two great dignities in the firmament of 
the universal Church [. . .] : a greater dignity to preside over souls, as if over days, 
and a lesser to preside over bodies, as if over nights: these dignities are papal 
auctoritas and royal potestas.  Indeed just as the moon receives its light from the 
sun, which it is lesser than in both size and quality as well as position and effect, 
so too does the royal potestas derive the splendor of its dignity from papal 
authority.107 
 

Innocent III emphasized the papacy’s supremacy through this cosmological metaphor.  

The secular sphere only ruled bodies, whereas the Church ruled soles.  Furthermore, the 

power that the secular sphere used to rule was derived from the papacy, just as the moon 

can only reflect the light of the sun.   

The papacy’s use of orthodoxy to maintain this structure mirrored Silvestris’ 

cosmological model.  Orthodoxy represented Silvestris’ notion of a mediating bond 

between two opposite entities.  Also, Innocent III used medicinal and surgical imagery in 

his letters that discuss heretics, claiming, “wounds that do not respond to the treatment of 

                                                
107.  J. P. Migne, ed., Patrologia Latina (Paris, 1844-1864), vol. 214: 378: Sicut universitatis 

conditor Deus duo magna luminaria in firmament coeli constituit, luminare maius, ut praeesset diei, et 
luminare minus, ut nocti praeesset; sic ad firmamentum universalis Ecclesiae, which coeli nomine 
nuncupatur, duas magnas instituit dignitates: maiorem, quae quasi diebus animabus praeesset et minorem, 
quae quasi noctibus praeesset corporibus: quae sunt pontificalis auctoritas et regalis potestas.  Porro sicut 
luna lumen suum a sole sortitur, quae re vera minor est illo quantitate simul et qualitate, situ partier et 
effectu: sic regalis potestas ab auctoritate pontificali suae sortitur dignitatis splendorem.   
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a poultice should be cut away with the knife.”108  This mirrors Silvestris’ allusion to 

Orthodoxy in the Macrocosmos, where he claims that anything that violates the order of 

the cosmos must be removed and destroyed.109 Through defining and enforcing 

orthodoxy, the ecclesiastical sphere was able to maintain its position at the peak of the 

power structure, and subsequently control the oppositional tendencies of the spheres that 

it governed.   

 

Concluding Thoughts 

 The struggle for power in the twelfth century brought a variety of opposing forces 

into conflict.  Individuals inhabiting distinct roles and representing specific schools of 

thought and ideologies engaged one another at various levels.  Ultimately, cosmography 

played an important role in defining the struggle for power between the secular, 

ecclesiastical, and religious spheres.  These powers were not simply seeking to establish 

de jure boundaries of geographical jurisdiction, but they were also attempting to 

consolidate their power so that it was exercised effectively on a local level.  The 

Cosmographia and its function in defining orthodoxy presented a model that could be 

utilized to bridge the gap between regional power and local authority.  Orthodoxy 

suggested that a proper manner of thinking and acting existed, and the Cosmographia 

argued that a model of divine truth permeated every aspect of the universe.  Drawing 

parallels between orthodoxy and the Cosmographia legitimized orthodoxy by claiming 
                                                

108.  Moore, Pope Innocent III: To Root Up and Plant, 174.   

109.  See: Wetherbee, Cosmographia, 73; and Macrocosmos II.xi.17-20.  
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that it operated within the realm of divine truth.  These models of orthodoxy established 

an ideological paradigm that maintained authority on both a local and regional level.  

Whether subconsciously or consciously, depictions that juxtaposed cosmological 

structures with orthodoxy influenced the way the medieval mind constructed reality.  In 

this way, orthodoxy was not a rhetorical device, dictating correct action, but rather it 

represented a dialectical approach to thinking about truth.  Because the papacy, especially 

under Innocent III, was able to establish control over orthodoxy by means of a 

cosmographical appeal, as displayed by the crypt at Anagni, so too was it able to 

maintain the institutional power it claimed on both a universal and local level.     
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Figure 1: Inner Aisle 
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Figure 2: Central Aisle 
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Figure 3: Outer Aisle 
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Figure 4: Christ Lux Mundi 

 

 

Figure 5: Revelations—Christ and the Apocalypse
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Figure 6: Miracle of St. Magnus—Healing at Anagni 

 

 

Figure 7: Miracle of St. Magnus—Child at the Well
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Figure 8: Decapitation of St. Magnus
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Figure 9: Burial of St. Magnus 

 

 

Figure 10: Christ and the Martyrs
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Figure 11: Death of Eli
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Figure 12: Ark with the Philistines at Gaza 

 

Figure 13: L’arca da Azotum a Besamis passando per la villa
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Figure 14: Ark at the House of Aminadab 

 

 

Figure 15: Samuel
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Figure 16: The Battle of Mizpah 

 

 

Figure 17: Samuel and Saul at Ramah
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Figure 18: The Four Elements and Mediating Characteristics 
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Figure 19: Man as the Microcosmos 
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Figure 20: Galen and Isocrates 

 

 

Figure 21: The Zodiac Cycle 
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Figure 22: Aquarius within the Zodiac Cycle 
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