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Abstract: From its outset in the 14th century, 
the poetics of ruin underwent a gradual 
mutation from nostalgic lamentation to 
romancing reverie. However, it was during 
the age of Enlightenment, and in the context 
of archaeological discoveries and 
picturesque voyages, that the perception of 
ruin acquired a more objective dimension. 
Nevertheless, the imaginative approach still 
persisted in the various representations of 
ruins, mainly through the medium of 
assemblage, displacement or distortion. 
These are, in fact, the strategies of capriccio, 
an artistic category which, although 
theoretically mistrusted, was quite in vogue 
during the age of Enlightenment. Even more 
interestingly, the caprice was not limited to 
painting, as it was introduced – in the form of 
the so-called fabrique – in the garden design 
as well, which, by that time, was largely 
considered as closely related to landscape 
painting itself. This text attempts to examine 
the ruin as an object/place meant to 
concentrate and display a complex set of 
meanings, pertaining to patrimony, history, 
time or destiny. 1 

 
Keywords: ruin, capriccio, fabrique, 
landscape, garden design. 
Mots-clé: ruine, capriccio, fabrique, paysage, 
jardinage.  

A text written by Denis Diderot in 1767, 
on the occasion of the yearly Salon, 
contains a rather curious remark concerning 
one of Hubert Robert’s paintings (Grande 
Galerie éclairée du fond): “The obscurity 
alone, the majesty of the edifice, the 
grandeur of the fabrique, the expanse, the 
tranquility, the silent resonance of the space 
would have made me tremble. I couldn’t 
have restrained myself from dreamfully 
walking under that vault, from sitting 
between those columns, from entering your 
picture.”2 Apparently, the impulse of 
stepping into a metaphorical “beyond” of 
the painting is urged by a certain 
configuration of the landscape, as well as of 
 

 

 
 

CAPRICCIO ALL’ANTICA. 
SHAPING THE RUIN IN THE AGE  

OF ENLIGHTENMENT1  

Cosmin Ungureanu 

“Il faut ruiner un palais pour en faire un objet d’intérêt.” 
Denis Diderot, Salon de 1767. 

its architectural concretions. Moreover, 
Diderot seemed to be convinced that the 
very ability of “attracting”/“pushing” the 
beholder inside the picture, as the most 
suitable way of accessing the poetical 
essence of a ruin painting, was central for 
this sort of painterly rhetoric.3   

The core of this aesthetic experience – 
in the Michael Fried’s terms – consisted in 
absorption and theatricality. Even if an 
obvious literary effect, the fictitious 
passage into the image might be interpreted 
as an attempt to examine the artwork in a 
sensorial way, in which the visual 
knowledge was consolidated by presence, 
movement, or tactility. The theatricality, on 
the other hand, seems to be more important 
in the philosopher’s reasoning, dealing not 
only with becoming an “actor” as a means 
of art criticism, but also with staging the 
painted reality.4 In this respect, the 
archaeological site appears to be privileged, 
because of the spectacular potentiality of 
the architectural fragments. It is relevant, 
for instance, that an editorial enterprise 
such as Julien Le Roy’s Ruines des plus 
beaux monuments de la Grece (1758,  
1770) – both in its narrative and in its 
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graphic recordings – considered the beholder 
(the author himself) as being simultaneously 
both “director” and “actor” when moving 
along and observing an archaeological site.5 
A similar analogy between architecture and 
theater may be found, two decades later, in 
the well known book of Le Camus de 
Mezieres.6    

In Diderot’s text, however, even more 
interesting than this sort of theatricality is 
the understanding of the image as a 
stupendous Theatrum Mundi that flows 
inescapably: “The ideas that the ruins stir 
up in my mind are grand. Everything is 
wiped out, everything perishes, everything 
fades away. Only the world remains. Only 
the time lasts. Oh, how old is this world! I 
step between two eternities. [...] What is my 
ephemeral existence when compared to this 
rock [...] to these suspended masses, 
swaying above me? I see the marble of the 
tombs turning into dust; […] A torrent 
carries the nations away, one on top of 
another, to the bottom of the same abyss; I, 
I alone claim to stop on the edge and split 
the flood which surrounds me!”.7 
Unquestionably expressive, this thrilling 
meditation associates essential concepts – 
such as present versus historical time, or 
the place versus the universal space – into a 
vision already announcing romanticism. 
Within such an apocalyptic discourse, the 
fascination aroused by the ruins, for which 
Diderot conceives a genuine poetics, could 
be explained primarily through the lenses 
of the consequences triggered by the decay 
of both tectonics and space – such as 
shading off the boundaries between interior 
and exterior or between artificial and 
natural, as well as a dialectic connection 
between the genesis and the extinction of 
an edifice, or between the individual and 
collective destiny.8    

It is altogether relevant that the  
re-evaluation of ruins during 1750-1770 is 
produced by the most favourable 
circumstances: archaeological discoveries 
and researches, picturesque exotic voyages, 

or even the increased autonomy of the ruin 
painting. However, the scientific or 
philosophical meditation on this topic is 
sustained by a large iconographical body 
which displays at least three main categories: 
the accurate representations, the architectural 
caprices and the anticipated ruins. 

Yet, it would be also useful to notice 
that the definition provided by the 18th 
century for the term “ruin” includes both 
the collapsed building and the picture of it: 
“Ruins are the confused materials of 
substantial buildings that have been 
degraded by the time [...] Ruin in painting 
is the representation of almost entirely 
ruined buildings. Beautiful ruins. The term 
ruin is applied to painting that represents 
ruins.”9 Similarly, the term that Diderot 
repeatedly uses when referring to the 
architectural concretions in Hubert Robert’s 
paintings, is “fabrique”, is the same 
technical term used in the gardening 
treatises (“fabrique de jardin”).   

The expression Ut pictura hortus 
describes a complex historical reality, the 
development of which is based on the 
evolution of the “picturesque”, as a concept 
imported from painting at the beginning of 
the 17th century and adapted to a wide 
range of description of nature, including the 
artificial landscapes (“jardin pittoresque”).10 
For instance, the English park – which, 
during the last decades of the 18th century, 
irreversibly turned away the Cartesian 
geometry of the French gardens designed 
by André Le Nôtre – was often conceived 
as a sort of in situ version of the Italianate 
landscapes painted by Claude Lorrain or 
Gaspard Dughet.11 Consequently, a 
significant correspondence is traceable 
between the (ruin) painted landscape and 
the garden design, in that both painting and 
gardening flourished during the second half 
of the 18th century, and an artist like 
“Robert des ruines” had occasion, more 
than once, to direct such aforementioned 
theatrical-metaphoric promenades both as 
painter and “dessinateur des jardins”. 
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This dual image of ruin – in visu and in 
situ – seen as a correlative unit, makes the 
object of this text, in an attempt to 
investigate its theoretical, aesthetical, or 
scenographic involvements into the 
historical context – Paris and Rome of the 
last decades of the 18th century. 

* * * 

Antique Rome and Modern Rome  
(Figs. 1, 2) – two imaginary galleries 
overcrowded with paintings, statues and 
ancient fragments – are probably the best 
known artworks of Giovanni Paolo Panini, 
the most illustrious ruin painter in Rome 
during the first half of the 18th century. 
Evidently, they from a diptych – and are 
meaningful only as such – which was 
painted in no fewer than three versions.12 
The original pair was commissioned by 
Étienne-François de Choiseul, French 
ambassador between 1754 and 1765, to 
whom Hubert Robert owned his very 
Italian stay (1754-1765), as well as his 
introduction into the French Academy in 
Rome.13 A fruitful professional kinship then 
grew between Hubert Robert and Panini, 
who was teaching perspectives at the 
French Academy by that time, one effect of 
which was the collaboration at the first pair 
of the imaginary galleries.14  

In this diptych Panini resorts to the 
ingenious visual strategy of configuring a 
double illusion: an imaginary space 
containing a fictitious collection is 
constituted from various artifacts, ranging 
from the non-existent to the easily 
recognizable. Thus, inside the antique 
gallery, one may see famous artworks such 
as Laocoon, the Farnese Hercules, the 
Borghese Gladiator, or the Medici krater 
placed next to pseudo-paintings – self-
referential quotations, apparently, though 
indistinguishable from the painter’s real 
works – depicting, though, salient 

monuments like the Pantheon, the 
Coliseum, or the Temple of Fortuna 
Virilis. This type of painterly framing, 
which focuses upon the architectural 
object in situ, without placing it in a 
scenographic relationship with other 
monuments, typical of Piranesi, is unusual 
for Panini. It was a historical coincidence 
that in 1756, just about the time Panini 
was painting the first version of the 
Antique Rome, the four volumes of 
Piranesi’s Le Antichità romane were 
published. Undoubtedly, its poignant 
illustrations (Fig. 3) must have been 
known both to Panini and to the Duke of 
Choiseul.15 It is therefore possible that 
some visual suggestions – particularly the 
way of clustering ancient artifacts (Fig. 4) 
– might have been borrowed by Panini, 
unless the diptych itself was conceived as 
a response to Piranesi’s work.  

Yet, the spatial structure on which this 
antique iconography is grafted, hardly 
identifiable in the realm of contemporary 
architecture, is suggestive of a sacred 
building similar to Saint Peter cathedral, if 
not of the abstract scenery painted by 
Raphael in The School of Athens.16 The 
beholder is thus induced to believe that the 
visual rendering of Rome as a metaphorical 
museum of Europe is at stake here, the vast 
patrimony of which – reduced to an 
assemblage of masterpieces – is installed 
inside a “temple of arts”. In fact, Panini’s 
thesis is part of a wider contemporary 
discourse which heralds – both in Italy and 
France – the establishment of the museum 
itself. In 1747, the French art reviewer 
Étienne La Font de Saint-Yenne overtly 
called for opening a museum within the 
Louvre, and his advocacy supported the 
ephemeral existence of the Luxembourg 
museum (1750-1778), until the eventual 
fulfillment of his call, in 1793.17 
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Fig. 1 – Giovanni Paolo Panini, Gallery of Views of Antique Rome, 1755-56, oil on canvas,  

186 x 227 cm, Stastsgalerie, Stuttgart. 
 

 
Fig. 2 – Giovanni Paolo Panini, Gallery of Views of Modern Rome, oil on canvas, 1757,  

170 x 245 cm, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
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Fig. 3 – Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Le Antichità romane, Roma, 1756, vol. I, title page. 

 

 
Fig. 4 – Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Le Antichità romane, Roma, 1756, vol. II, Plate XX. 
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In the same years that he worked for the 
Duke of Choiseul (1755-57), Giovanni 
Paolo Panini was given the occasion further 
to explore the theme of the dual Rome, this 
time in an allegorical key: The Decline of the 
Roman Empire and The Triumph of the 
Papacy  (Figs. 5-6). Once again, in this 
diptych, Antiquity is represented as a 
scenery montage, in which various iconic 
monuments and artifacts – the Coliseum, 
Constantine’s Arch, the Temple of Castor 
and Pollux, the Borghese krater, or the 
Belvedere torso – are crowded into a sort of 
“piazza”. The meaning of this vestigial 
composition is given by two personages – 
the goddess Minerva (as a personification of 
Rome) and the allegory of Time. The pair in 
this painting appears to represent the Saint 
Peter cathedral in situ, together with an 
allegorical group personifying the Church.18 
Unlike the preceding case, which invoked 
themes of collection and patrimony, these 
two images explicitly approach the question 
of antique exemplarity: only when taking it 
into account – we are let to believe – can 
modernity triumph.19 It is interesting to note 
that the two diptychs are complementary: the 
first one approaches the topic of space (the 
“temple of arts”), while the other is dealing 
with time and the historical value of the 
Roman monuments. However, both of them 
draw a connection between the antique 
heritage and the Church – either directly, 
through the allegory of it, or indirectly, by 
alluding to a sacred space. 

The (comparative) juxtaposition of the 
two historical epochs seems to have been 
quite fashionable in Rome by the middle of 
the 18th century. An illustrative example is 
provided by the imposing ten-volume work 
– comprising 240 plates – entitled Delle 
Magnificenze di Roma antica e moderna, 
published by the Italian engraver and 
architect Giuseppe Vasi between 1747 and 
1761. The French painter Jean Barbault, 
Piranesi’s apprentice, similarly compiled a 
vast, two-volume corpus of engravings and 
explanatory texts – Les plus beaux 
Monuments de Rome ancienne and Le plus 
beaux Edifices de Rome moderne – in 1761 

and 1763. Most probably, all of these 
publications – not to mention the works 
dedicated solely to the Latin Antiquity, 
such as Giovanni Battista Piranesi’s Della 
Magnificenza ed Architettura dei Romani 
(1761) or Johann Winckelmann’s Monumenti 
antichi inediti (1767) – constituted compre-
hensive source material for the Italian and 
French artists. Hubert Robert, for instance, 
certainly possessed Barbault’s books, as 
well as numerous paintings by Panini, even 
including one version of the imaginary 
galleries.20      

In fact, this dual perspective, abundantly 
rendered in texts and images during 1750-
1770, is rooted into the 16th century, when 
it starts to develop as a sub-theme of Italy’s 
mythification in Western Europe.21 The 
exploratory impulse, one of the essential 
manifestations of the Northern Renaissance, 
was shaped into the experiences of voyage. 
Despite the rather ruinous circumstances 
which triggered the Italian “mythography” 
– the invasion of the French king Charles 
VIII and the military dispute between 
France and Spain – this contact allowed an 
overwhelming social diversity to circulate 
through Italy, gradually drawing and 
spreading the collective (legendized, 
exaggerated) representations of Italian 
culture and civilization.22 Thus, invoking 
the famous Horation dictum “Graecia capta 
ferum victorem cepit” (Epistulae, II, 1, 
156), one may assert that the myth of Italy 
was configured on the very ground of its 
political defeat – dialectically resuming the 
process of decay and restoration that is 
characteristic of Rome’s cultural destiny.23    

The first collective representations of 
Italy as otherness – as rather diffuse and 
lacking an intellectual purpose – generally 
belonged to the average social categories. 
However, the grounding of Italy’s “cultural 
image” was symbolically marked by 
Michel de Montaigne’s voyage, recorded in 
a Journal de Voyage d’Italie, written in 
1580-81, though unpublished until 1774.24 
In this book, perhaps the most significant 
aspect is the picture of Rome as an emptied 
tomb, as well as a “[…] magnificent 



 

89

 
Fig. 5 – Giovanni Paolo Panini, The Coliseum and the Constantine Arch with Allegory of the Decadence  

of the Roman Empire, 1757, oil on canvas, French private collection. 
 

 
Fig. 6 – Giovanni Paolo Panini, San Pietro with Allegory of the Triumph of Papacy, 1757, oil on canvas,  

French private collection. 
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ancient text, razed and obliterated by the 
furious resentments of the barbarians”.25 
Accordingly, in the dawn of classical 
modernity, the French writer set a sort of 
nostalgic perspective that would prove 
instrumental in the subsequent approach of 
the antique past. The complementary vision 
of Rome – intertwining the (restored) 
modern age and the (ruined) antique times 
– would be largely developed during the 
following two centuries. In this form, it is 
still revealed by Johan Wolfgang Goethe in 
his own journal (Italienische Reise, 1787), 
which amalgamates all the successive 
stages of the eternal city, yet into an 
intellectual, physical, even ethical 
experience which has nothing to do with 
the previous melancholic perspective.26 

The sepulchral metaphor used by 
Montaigne inevitably triggers the 
association between ruin and tomb, with 
further connections to memory, 
commemoration, revival or regeneration. In 
this respect, one notices the extensive 
inclination, during the 18th century, towards 
picturing ruins that are accompanied by 
some vivid presence – either of an invading 
vegetation, or of gesturing personages – as 
if to mark the contrast between life and 
death, between the (modern) vitality and 
the (antique) lifelessness. Even if indirectly, 
these painterly artifices follow the same 
pattern of the juxtaposition between the 
antique and modern Rome. Perhaps the 
most appropriate examples are provided by 
Giovanni Battista Piranesi, whose 
engravings – especially those published 
under the title Le Antichità romane – are 
constantly meant to display the dual image 
of Rome. Unlike Panini, Piranesi points out 
the magnificence of the past, in sharp 
contrast to the decadent present.27 Finally, 
there is another mode of juxtaposition 
between antique and modern – the famous 
Querelle des anciens et des modernes28 – 
which is perceptible in the critical discourse 
as well as in the cognitive assimilation in 
architectural theory. At the middle of the 
18th century, Jacques-François Blondel, the 
official voice of the Royal Academy of 

Architecture, recommended to his students 
a quite extensive bibliography, also 
including repertoires of ancient 
architecture, such as those published by 
Fischer von Erlach or Giovanni Battista 
Piranesi.29          

By means of conclusion, the complex 
relationship between Antiquity and 
modernity, which reached its climax in the 
second half of the 18th century, is 
characterized by several more prominent 
aspects: firstly, the dual representation of 
Rome implies the evaluation of the past as 
a fundament for the present; secondly, 
classical antiquity is pictured as a sort of 
deposit, whose interchangeable elements 
are repeatedly reconfiguring its image, 
which gradually passes from a mythical 
approach – still obvious in Fischer von 
Erlach’s work – to an archaeological one, 
even if the scientific re-evaluation is not 
entirely deprived of fantasy30; finally, a 
most important contribution to the visual 
codification of the classical Antiquity is 
due to the painterly enterprise of French 
and Italian artists – such as Jean Barbault, 
Hubert Robert or Jean-Nicolas Servan 
(Servandoni) – influenced by Panini and 
Piranesi. 31 Most often, their paintings 
belong to the stylistic category of the 
“caprice”.  

* * * 

The two temporal galleries (antique and 
modern) painted by Panini, the plausibility 
of which is consolidated by the insertion of 
recognizable characters and artifacts, only 
dissimulate their condition of “caprices”. In 
fact, the goal assumed by such an image is 
precisely to pretend that it is plausible. A 
relevant example is provided, 
paradoxically, by the archaeological 
illustration. The sumptuous volume 
published by Julien David Le Roy in 1758, 
which was the result of an international 
rivalry, benefited, one year later, from an 
unauthorized British edition. Its author, a 
certain Robert Sayer, while attempting to 
compress the content of the book, 
ingeniously mingled the graphic recordings. 
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As a result, the monuments individually 
drawn by Le Roy, in their real context, 
were arbitrarily juxtaposed – the temple of 
Minerva appearing next to a fragment from 

Hadrian’s aqueduct, the temple of Augustus 
next to the Erechtheion, and so forth  
(Figs. 7 – 10) – turning the supposedly 
scientific image into pure fantasy.32 

 

 
Fig. 7 – Julien David Le Roy, Les ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grece, Paris, 1758,  

View of the Temple of Minerva in Athens, engraving. 
 

 
Fig. 8 – Robert Sayer, Ruins of the Athens, with Remains and other Valuable Antiquities in Greece,  

London, 1759, Plate. 3, Hadrian’s Aqueducte and Temple of Minerva, engraving. 



 

92 

 
Fig. 9 – Julien David Le Roy, Les ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grece, Paris, 1758,  

View of the Erechtheion in Athens, engraving. 
 

 
Fig. 10 – Robert Sayer, Ruins of the Athens, with Remains and other Valuable Antiquities in Greece,  

London, 1759, Plate. 9, Temple of Erichteus and Temple of Augustus, engraving. 
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It was in painting, however, that the 
capriccio would flourish during the 18th 
century as a category of architectural 
landscape. As is evident from the definition 
given in 1720 by Charles d’Aviler33 to the 
commentary made by Antoine Quatremère 
de Quincy34 in 1788, the capriccio was 
theorized, paradoxically, as a species of 
excess, aberrancy or strangeness, not very 
distant from the initial meaning of the term, 
generated by the mannerist sensibility, 
which referred to monstrous or composite 
figures.35 The transition from adjective 
(capriccioso) to noun (capriccio) occurred 
in the 17th century and, with the publication 
of Giovambattista Tiepolo’s series of ten 
engravings suggestively entitled Vari 
capricci, was fully acknowledged as an 
independent artistic genre.36  

The composite aspect of a painted 
capriccio – fundamental for its nature and 
status – merely envisaged the spatial 
dimension. Also characteristic of the 18th 
century, in contrast to previous times, was 
the perception of ruins as temporal 
conglomerates. In this case, the decayed, 
fragmentary architecture projects its 
meaning into the future, while continuing to 
evoke the lost glory of Antiquity. 
Moreover, besides past and future, the 
present was also included in the narrative 
strategies of the ruin – if we take into 
account the built fabriques, so 
characteristic for the 18th century garden 
design.37 Among the most eloquent in this 
respect is the “Temple of philosophy” in 
Ermenonville, since it involves the 
meditation itself on time and meaning.  

In May 1778, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
invited by such an enthusiastic admirer of 
his revolutionary theories as the Marquis of 
Girardin,38 retired on the domain at 
Ermenonville, where he would spend the 
last weeks of his life. As an adept of the 
relatively new concept of “Landscape 
Park”, he himself the author of a treatise 
published in 1777 under the title De la 
composition des paysages, the Marquis of 
Girardin would have, by that time, 
commissioned Hubert Robert (painter, 

stage designer and soon to be “dessinateur 
des jardins du Roi”39) to design a 
picturesque garden following the British 
fashion. Among the various fabriques des 
jardin – an obelisk, a “tempietto” and 
others – there are two that are worthy of a 
closer attention: the so called “Temple of 
Philosophy” (Fig. 11) and the “Island of 
Poplars” (Fig. 12).  

The temple is nothing else but a circular 
ruined edifice, built in rough stone, and 
surrounded by seven columns of which one 
fragmented. Each of the whole columns is 
named after a significant philosopher 
(Newton, Descartes, Voltaire, Rousseau, 
Penn şi Montesquieu), while the nameless, 
broken one is marked with the inscription 
“Quis hoc perficiet?” (“Who will complete 
this?”).40 Following the death of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, the same artist was 
commissioned to create his cenotaph, on a 
nearby island. Consequently, Hubert Robert 
designed a pseudo-antique sarcophagus, 
encircled by poplars.  Hence, Rousseau’s 
grave was to be “antique” and “natural” at 
the same time, a picturesque combination 
of history and timelessness. After the fall of 
the Old Regime, the philosopher’s remains 
were triumphantly transferred to the 
Pantheon built by Germain Soufflot in 
Paris. However, emptying of the tomb – a 
metaphorical sort of ruination – failed to 
prevent the “Island of Poplars” from 
becoming destination for pilgrimage.  

The picturesque garden in Ermenonville 
is an excellent site to examine the complex 
relationship between space and temporality, 
between nature and artifice, as well as 
between (classical) completion and 
fragmentariness. At the same time, it is also 
relevant – towards the end of the century 
and after a long metamorphosis – in view 
of the new sensibility, whose 
manifestations are triggered by ruin.41 
Gradually established during the 18th 
century, this new type of receptiveness is 
characterized by the re-orientation from 
past to future. Thus, the reverie associated 
with the contemplation of an archaeological 
site or monument, is ultimately replaced by 
a sort of a vision of recovery.  
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Initially centred on the recreation of an 
ancient edifice starting from its fragmentary 
condition, as Piranesi’s graphic attempts 
most suggestively exemplify, this type of 
prospective recovery would later be turned 
into the conceiving of non-existent ruins. 
Related to present, the past-future axis 
appears to be inverted: the presentness of 
the edifice will, one day, have become its 
own (ideal) past. Consequently, in the age 
of Enlightenment, the ruin is not conceived 
merely as pertaining to the past, but also as 
engaged with the future. Hence, it becomes 
a site of temporal fluctuation: past, present 

and future coexist within the same object.42 
This seems to be the theme of the famous 
painting La Grande Galerie du Louvre en 
ruines (Fig. 13), presented by Hubert 
Robert at the 1796 Salon. This temporal 
transience becomes even more significant 
when one acknowledges that the 
contemporary architecture (that of the  
18th century) actually “contains” the antique 
one – by means of imitation – in an 
incomplete and de-structured form. In 
short, its appearance in an uncertain future 
closely resembles that in an immemorial 
past. 

 

 
Fig. 11 – Hubert Robert, The Temple of Philosophy, Ermenonville. 
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Fig. 12 – The Island of Poplars at Ermenonville, engraving by Godefroy Gandet. 

 
In this complex discourse, the time plays 

a role of the utmost importance, since it 
reveals the essence: through erosion, it 
removes the superfluous “details”, bringing 
to light only the essential architectural core. 
Likewise, as the “architect” is nature itself, 
there appears to be a curious symmetry 
within the relationship between nature and 
architecture: at some point in the past, 
nature must have expressed, in the view of 
primeval man, the fundamental principles 
of architecture43 which, lost through the 

ages, are once again rediscovered. They are 
rediscovered, through the medium of 
nature, in the shape of the essential-ruin.  

The making of a ruin is in itself a 
contradictory action, mainly because it 
suspends the building’s history. Whatever 
might have been its fate – either a slow 
decay or a destructive impact – the ruin 
cannot be separated from that experience, 
or from the historicized emptiness whose 
carcass it is.44 The decayed architecture is 
characterized, despite the historical 
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Fig. 13 – Hubert Robert, Imaginary View of the Grande Gallery of Louvre in Ruins,  

1796, oil on canvas, 114,5 x 146 cm, The Louvre. 
 

duration of its matter, by the dialectical 
relation between disruption, loss, 
preservation and reconstitution. If the 
reconstruction of a ruin, even in the most 
imaginative manner, ultimately stands for 
the recovery of the historical emptiness, the 
ab initio making of a sort of scenery 
concretion, vaguely vestigial yet divested 
of the possibility of recreating its own 
destiny, is similar to a double discharge – 
of both the form and the meaning at the 
same time 

At Ermenonville, this entire complexity 
is intertwined with philosophy and death, 
with the fragility of the system (the ruined 
temple) and with the removal of content – 
as reflected in both the fictive wholeness of 
the ruin and the emptied grave of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau. Both of the fabriques – 
the “Temple of Philosophy” and the “Island 
of Poplars” – reciprocally complete their 
semantic sphere. At the same time, they 
mirror one another: the emptied 

sarcophagus, despite its physical 
(all’antica) completeness does not differ 
essentially from the ruined temple, while 
the circular row of trees may be seen as the 
vegetal duplicate of the stone colonnade45, 
asserting the vital arborescence against the 
architectural degradation.    

Here, the eternal dispute between nature 
and architecture is apparently settled in 
favour of the former; the spectacle of an 
empty tomb surrounded by trees 
symbolically stands for the “back to nature” 
thesis. At the same time, the “Temple of 
Philosophy” – an inspired metaphor for the 
architectonics of reasoning – puts forward a 
paradoxical problem: the failure of 
philosophy and, at the same time, the 
latency of its accomplishment (“Quis hoc 
perficiet?”). Ultimately, what is at stake 
here seems to be the dissolution of the 
classical theory – caused by the sextet of 
modern philosophers – and the triumph of 
subjectivity.46    
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