Spheres and Starry Temples in the
Enlightenment: Boullée’s Newton Cenotaph,
Architectural Precursor to Planetaria?

Dr. Jean-Michel Faidit
Editor, Planétariums
Avenue de la République
30190 Saint-Chaptes
France
faiditmontpellier@yahoo.fr

Translated by Dennis Cowles, Audubon Louisiana Nature Center Planetarium,

When art historian Emil Kaufmann
defined his celebrated concept of Klassizis-
mus (Neo-Classicism) around 1920, he
opened an era of rediscovery and debate
around the almost forgotten visionary archi-
tects of the Enlightenment.

Kaufmann wrote of “revolutionary” archi-
tects, but since the historical context could
lead to confusion, others
have preferred the term
“visionary” because the
French Revolution did not
serve as a springboard for
these architects whose
most innovative work pre-
dates political events by a
decade. As in the social
world, while the Revolu-
tion continued, the most
“revolutionary” ideas were
quickly replaced by a
complete change in direc-
tion toward the architec-
tural forms of classical an-
tiquity, already in vogue
for some time.

During the 1920s, a
decade which saw the
development of the mod-
ern planetarium by Bauer-
sfeld and Zeiss, a number
of German publications
were analyzing the ro-
mantic nature of Neo-
Classicism, like those of
Siegfried Giedion, who
was one of the first to
establish, along with Kauf-
mann and Viennese art
historians, that the novel-
ty in Neo-Classical archi-
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tecture came from France.

Two centers have been historically impor-
tant in this movement, Paris and Rome,
under the influence of two masters, Blondel
and Piranese, who opened the way to geo-
metric influence in building and the appear-
ance of new forms through design and paint-
ing. But it is the trio, Ledoux, Boullée, and

Abstract: The last quarter of the 18™ century is mark-
ed by the appearance of new forms of architecture.
Claude-Nicholas Ledoux, Etienne-Louis Boullée, and
Jean-Jacques Lequeu were three leading figures in this
movement, according to Emil Raufmann’s works
between 1920 and 1950. Against the classical and
baroque style that then reigned, these architects cre-
ated audacious works where geometry is put in the
service of creativity. Among these geometric figures,
the spherical form is immediately relevant to the plan-
etarium, as much for the domes as for their exterior
appearance. This is especially so in the case of New-
ton’s Cenotaph, imagined by Boullée in 1784 for the
centennial of the Theory of Universal Gravitation.
Boullée is the first architect to conceive a solid build-
ing with brilliant stars. Although Boullée’s idea remain-
ed at the desian level only, its astronomical dimension
in all senses of the term foreshadows by a century
and a half the emotional representation of a heavenly
vault in planetaria. But from its original concept, “to
transport the spectator into the immensity of space,”
when joined with developments in immersive technol-
ogies and construction materials, this first hollow
sphere could be closer to the planetaria of the future.

Lequeu, rehabilitated and associated by
Kaufmann, who accomplished this revolu-
tion. It can be summarized thus: “Boullée rep-
resents principally the struggle for the new
forms, Ledoux the search for a new order,
and Lequeu the tragic end of a revolutionary
movement.”

Of the three architects, Claude-Nicholas
Ledoux (1736 - 1806) knew
the greatest celebrity during
his life, known for his works
such as the Rotonde de la
Villette or the Royal Salt
Works of Arc-et-Senans.

Few works of Etienne-
Louis Boullée have survived,
with the exception of some
ornamentation on the Hotel
d’Evreux, the current Elysée
Palace. His theoretical works,
which give him a place in
the history of architecture,
were mostly written in the -
1780s, after a change in 1778,
when Boullée turned fifty.
After this point, Boullée
turned to teaching architec-
ture and to architectural
painting, an art in which he
emphasized nature as a
source of inspiration.

He developed two con-
cepts: an architecture hidden
through the effects of per-
spective, and through paint-
ing, an architecture of shade,
connected to his observa-
tions of natural phenomena.
He presented these ideas in
his treatise on architecture, a
manuscript that is conserved
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