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Figure 7. Marbled endpaper in Heinrich Khunrath’s Amphitheatrum (1609). (Re-
produced with permission from The Wellcome Library, London.)
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Conclusion
I began this essay by drawing attention to Walter Ong’s observation re-
garding the use of the word “theatre” in titles published during the sec-
ond half of the sixteenth century. This observation formed the departure 
for an investigation of a book with the word “amphitheatre” in its title: 
Heinrich Khunrath’s Amphitheatrum Sapientiae Aeternae, or Amphitheatre 
of Eternal Wisdom, which was first published in 1595. I looked at the first 
and second (1609) editions of the Amphitheatrum to gain a richer under-
standing of the theatre metaphor in relation to the book as a crafted ob-
ject. Through a study of sources related to Khunrath’s work (including 
Camillo”s “Theatro,” Zwinger’s Theatrum, and Ryff’s Vitruvius Teutsch), I 
have tried to show how the title of Khunrath’s Amphitheatrum might be 
understood as referring to a material and a metaphorical construction, 
which reinvigorates the architectural idea of a “theatre” or “amphithe-
atre” through the book. I have also suggested, in reference to Khunrath’s 
portrait showing the author handling a pair of compasses, that this rein-
vigoration was accomplished primarily by means of drawing (draughts-
manship being a privileged domain of architectural competence). The 
fact that Khunrath was an alchemist has received relatively little attention 
here but may still be considered significant in terms of theorizing Khun-
rath’s book building as an alchemical practice of architecture.9 What is 
perhaps more important to emphasize here, however, is that when con-
fronted with a Theatrum or Amphitheatrum such as Zwinger and Khunrath 
conceived them, we today sense a remoteness (in time) that reflects our 
inability to view the book the way they did (i.e., as a space analogous to 
other spaces). That is, we find it difficult, if not near impossible, to imag-
ine what it was like to be able to think (of) a Theatrum or Amphitheatrum as 
potentially transformable (or transmutable, to use an alchemical term), 
such that, with the help of a pair of compasses, we might adapt its struc-
ture and design to build an analogous space (e.g., a model big enough to 
be entered by a “reader” turned actor and spectator of a play).
 Part of my aim has been to articulate a mode of thinking, based on a 
study of historical sources, which may or may not underlie the design of 
Khunrath’s Amphitheatrum. All historiography will remain speculative in 
this respect. Yet, the real challenge, as I see it, is to imagine the Amphithe-
atrum in its capacity to be architecture. We will have to use drawing as well 
as writing to get there, for the medium of language has its limits. In so do-
ing, we might liberate ourselves from preconceived ideas as to what forms 
architecture and, by the same token, architectural history (as a practice) 
takes and can take. If Khunrath never refers to any other “structures” 
known in his time to be amphitheatres, was it not in order to insist that 
his great metaphor needed to be understood literally—as referring to a 
physical entity? When Zwinger suggested that his Theatrum could be trans-
formed into a “Theatridium,” did he not rely blindly, as it were, on his 
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Figure 8. The Amphitheatridium 1595 (2008). Axonometric drawing (cardboard, 
leather, yellow thread, copper leaf, and marbled paper). (By the author.)
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readers’ ability to understand the book in mechanical and mathematical 
terms as a spatial model (“in imitation of the Geometrists”)? Zwinger, for 
sure, considered such a thing desirable. In response to this desirability and 
by way of analogy with Zwinger’s “Theatridium,” I presented a drawing at 
the Analogous Spaces conference in Ghent that is an attempt to produce 
the equivalent of an “Amphitheatridium” for Khunrath’s Amphitheatrum 
(fig. 8). The Amphitheatridium 1595 (2008), as it is called, presents a means 
to draw forth and visualize the qualities that characterize Khunrath’s Am-
phitheatrum as a material and mechanical construction (understood both 
as a product and as a process) that constitutes “a place for viewing from 
all sides” (amphitheatron in Greek). Not coincidentally, it is these mate-
rial and mechanical qualities that define Khunrath’s Amphitheatrum as an 
object most closely related to the category of machines, instruments and 
mechanical devices, which, since the time of Vitruvius, were designed for 
the production of spectacles.

Notes
1.  Camillo describes the structure as resting “upon seven pillars,” which represent “the seven 

pillars of Solomon’s House of Wisdom.”
2.  See, for example, Justus Lipsius’s treatise De amphitheatro liber (1584), which is a historical 

account of classical Roman amphitheatres. Here the preposition De indicates that we are 
dealing with a treatise on the subject of ancient amphitheatres, not that the book is an 
amphitheatre.

3.  I thank Nick Holland for his translation.
4.  I thank Lesley Boatwright for her translations of passages from the 1571 edition.
5.  For a detailed discussion of the second Theosophical figure, see Forshaw, 2003, v. 1,  

p. 265.
6.  Translations from Vitruvius Teutsch are mine.
7.  It remains uncertain who this Wolfart was. Forshaw suggests that Wolfart may have been 

related to the professor of grammar and dialectic Conrad Wolffhart, alias Lycosthenes 
(1518–1561), whom we know as Theodor Zwinger’s stepfather and as contributor to the 
Theatrum Vitae Humanae. See Forshaw, 2003, v. 2, p. 511. There has been some debate as 
to whether “Hanoviae” denotes the town of Hanau or Hannover. On this note see Eco  
(1989); Forshaw, 2003, v. 2, p. 9; and Szulakowska, 2000, p. 103. I am here following the 
bibliographical tradition, which refers to Hanau.

8.  I borrow the term “dissemblance” from art historian Georges Didi-Huberman, who uses 
the term in his study of the work of Fra Angelico to describe and interpret the way in which 
painted marble surfaces both resemble and dissemble real marble. His claim is that the 
aspect of dissemblance acted as an index of another world (i.e., the divine incarnated in 
earthly matter) (1995).

9.  For an expansion of this argument, I refer to my Ph.D. thesis (de Bruijin, 2010), which 
was completed after this essay was written, and which enters into greater detail regarding 
Khunrath’s work. See my chapter 2: “From Text to Theatre: Heinrich Khunrath’s Amphi-
theatrum Sapientiae Aeternae (1595, 1609) and the Spectacle of Reading,” pp. 82–145.
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