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       PREFACE

      

      A comprehensive study of the philosophical and theological works of Charles de Bovelles
          is long overdue. His importance has long been acknowledged, but his works have been
          neglected and ignored. This book is an attempt to remedy the situation.

      The scholarly studies of the last fifty years in philosophy by Cassirer and Groethuysen
          in particular have confirmed the importance of Bovelles for that discipline, while the
          magisterial work of Renaudet has cemented his place in early sixteenth century thought.
          More recently, interest in this period has been reawakened by the studies of Massaut on
          Clichtove and that of Rice on Lefèvre. It is my hope that this book will be viewed as a
          continuation of their efforts.

      In preparing this study several problems had to be faced which deserve mention here.
          Chief among these were the obtuseness of Bovelles’s style and the corrupt nature of the
          texts themselves. Like many authors who wrote on mysticism Bovelles was inclined toward
          verbal imprecision. Often his sentences, even his choice of individual words, were more
          connotative than denotative. Because he had a preference for metaphors and analogies over
          syllogisms and scholastic quaestiones,
 his works are filled with repetitive
          passages. Because of these factors, often it has been necessary to print large segments of
          text in order to extract a single pertinent idea. My translations have followed the
          original text closely, though at times I have attempted to supply the correct words and
          spellings (and have so noted these) where the text was obviously corrupt. Other
          difficulties with which I have had to contend include a scarcity of secondary studies on
          Bovelles and a lack of reference to his sources in his own texts. These deficiencies made
          it necessary to include substantial amounts of backround material.

      During the years I have been working on this study I have had the advice and help of many
          people. To thank them all would be impossible, but I would like to express my gratitude to
          Professor Paul Oskar Kristeller and Professor Charles B. Schmitt whose comprehensive
          understanding of Renaissance philosophy saved me from many errors ; to Rev. Charles
          Lohr, S.J. for his friendly advice and deep knowledge of Lullism which he shared readily
          with me ; to Professors Alan Bernstein and Helen Rodnite for their friendship and
          help over the past several years and to Mr. James Bono who has read my work with a
          sympathetic but critical eye.

      Most of all, I should like to express my appreciation to my friend and teacher, Professor
          E.F. Rice, Jr. who first interested me in the career of Charles de Bovelles and whose
          knowledge of Lefèvre and his circle has proven invaluable to me. Without him this book
          would not have been written.

      J.M. Victor

      New York City

      May, 1974

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      

      B. Chasseneux, writing in his Catalogus gloriae mundi,
 took care to praise
          the mathematical genius of Bovelles, the philosophical acumen of Lefèvre and the
          theological skill of Clichtove. Penned in 1529, such a judgment was typical of the
          evaluations accorded these men by the sixteenth century. It hardly matters that later
          scholarship has stressed Lefèvre’s contributions to mathematics and theology, Clichtove’s
          to philosophy and Bovelles’s to epistemology and philosophical anthropology. In the minds
          of their contemporaries these three men were the leaders in mathematics, philosophy, and
          theology. The recognition of their prominence says a great deal about the texture of
          French intellectual life in the first three decades of the sixteenth century : it was
          extremely fertile in the fields of mathematics, theology, and philosophy.

      To each of these disciplines Charles de Bovelles made a contribution. Bovelles was a
          provincial come to the intellectual capital of France. While at Paris he absorbed the many
          and varied intellectual influences which were present there. He participated in a revival
          of medieval monastic culture which had been initiated earlier by Gaguin and carried
          forward by Bovelles’s teacher Jacques Lefèvre through his publications and curriculum
          reforms. He read widely in the philosophical and theological works of the great
          scholastics while concentrating upon dialectic ; he absorbed the interests of his
          masters, Dionysius the Areopagite, Ramon Lull, the Hermetica, and Nicholas of Cusa, and
          molded them into a distinctive new shape. Certainly Lefèvre had been Cusanus’ most
          enthusiastic admirer in France, but it was Bovelles who attempted to synthesize the
          Cusan’s thought into a philosophical system which rose from the lowest of the arts to the
          supreme summit of mystical theology. Between 1495-1515 Bovelles developed two distinct
          parts of this system : his epistemology depended upon the twin influences of
          Aristotle and Lull’s art of opposites ; his philosophical anthropology was likewise a
          combination of the same with heavy debts to Nicholas of Cusa and the Hermetica.

      Ultimately, however, Bovelles returned to the provinces. His experiences in Paris and
          abroad between 1495-1515 had impressed him deeply and he carried these impressions into
          retirement at Noyon. Retirement, not inactivity, for during the period 1515-1531 Bovelles
          developed his mystical theology, composed his geometrical treatises, published his
          grammatical works, taught theology, maintained a wide correspondence, and administered his
          estates.

      Bovelles has been called a Neoplatonist and with certain qualifications this tag is
          correct. Certainly the most committed Neoplatonists regarded Aristotle with respect and
          admiration. So did Bovelles. His debt to the Stagirite, especially in logic and natural
          philosophy, was profound. Indeed, it was the logic of Aristotle, as modified by the
          Nominalists, by Lull and by Cusanus, which rightly formed the starting point for a
          consideration of Bovelles’s philosophy and theology. Though terminist logic, Lullist
            principia,
 and the Cusan categories each used Aristotelian logic in a
          different way, and Cusanus actually claimed to have transcended it, the point was that it
          was a beginning and upon it Bovelles built.

      If his commitment to Aristotle was pervasive, so also was Bovelles’s admiration
 of the Doctor
            Illuminatus.
 To Bovelles Ramon Lull was both the idiota
 and the
            homo-homo-homo,
 both the fool of God and the wise man without peer. In
          Lull’s works Bovelles found an already perfected system of universal knowledge built upon
          a methodology, an ars,
 which was valid for all reality. In Lull Bovelles
          found the principles of beginning, middle, and end and of reconciliation and concord.
          Building upon his own training in logic and perhaps borrowing from Cusanus, Bovelles
          claimed to construct an instrument valid for all reality, an ars,
 to be sure,
          but an art of opposites whose reconciliation was the middle term. This art corresponded to
          all of reality because all reality was essentially dualistic and antagonistic ; it
          was mind versus nature, act against potency, and so forth. All reality demanded
          reconciliation and it was reconciled by the art of opposites within the mind of the wise
          man.

      Rational and mystical theology were also built upon the premises of the art of
          opposites ; affirmation and negation had a supernatural reconciliation in mystical
          theology. In his theology Bovelles went beyond the principles derived from Lull and
          Aristotle and added several elements which were derived from Cusanus. Among these were the
          use of mathematics as a methodological tool and the idea of the coincidence of opposites
          in the divinity.

      Despite the novelty of his ideas and the unique fusing of his intellectual interests,
          Bovelles did not exercise a profound influence upon future generations. The reason for
          this lay, I think, in the uniqueness of the generation of which he was a part. He came to
          maturity at the precise moment that France was receiving the full impact of late
          Quattrocento thought. This meant an amalgamation of the cultural ideals of the
          Quattrocento and opposition to those ideals. Men such as Lefèvre never attempted to
          replace the ideals inherited from the medieval French past with new Italian ideals. They
          sought above all to modify inherited traditions with new ideas and fresh approaches. On
          the whole, this generation (1490-1520) attempted to blend the best of the old with the
          most compatible of the new. Hence Renaissance Neoplatonism was combined with medieval
          mysticism and Patristic theology, Hermetism with Ramon Lull and Franciscan philosophy and
          theology.

      The generation of scholars who did their mature work between 1494 and 1521 were not
          influenced by Lutheranism and this fact accounts for part of that generation’s historical
          uniqueness. On the other hand, they were profoundly moved by the idea of a religious
          revival or monastic reform which sprang from the framework of the Christian Church. It is
          impossible to understand the philosophical and theological contributions of men such as
          Lefèvre and Clichtove without an understanding of the idea of reform. For them reform
          meant both a reform of religion and a reform of knowledge. Thus they placed heavy emphasis
          upon the revival of Patristic theology and medieval mysticism. The marriage of the new
          learning with the ages old concept of Church reform came to be known as Christian
          humanism. To claim, however, that men such as Lefèvre shared precisely the same goals as
          Erasmus and some of the German humanists is to confuse the very real difference between
          the native French intellectual tradition and other non-French intellectual currents. Men
          such as Bovelles and Lefèvre were deeply influenced by many facets of medieval thought.
          Such currents as Augustinian philosophy and theology, Nominalist logic, and Franciscan
          mysticism they applauded.

      Within these two traditions, revival of learning and reform of religion, Bovelles’
          thought came to maturity. His debt to the revival of learning was great and
          twopronged ; it came from the sources rehabilitated by the Quattrocento and from
          Renaissance Neoplatonism as well as from the sources out of the Middle Ages such as Ramon
          Lull and Dionysius the Areopagite. In the main his sources were either
 philosophical or theological.
          Bovelles was not interested in the literary or artistic monuments of Greece and Rome.

      Bovelles was not affected by the idea of a religious reform in the same way Lefèvre or
          Clichtove were. He was not concerned with the reorganization of the visible organization
          of the Church, though he did show some interest in the attempts to reform the statutes of
          monasteries along more severe lines. His idea of reform was not one of active regeneration
          but flowed instead from the medieval monastic ideal of contemplation which was coupled in
          his mind with Neoplatonic philosophy. His idea of regeneration was intellectual : the
          highest good lay in the contemplation of the divine. The devotion to this precept left
          Bovelles with several difficulties such as the purpose of activity and the value of the
          will. Indeed, Bovelles’s attempts to deal with these complications formed the least
          satisfactory parts of his philosophical and theological writings. On the other hand, the
          ideal of contemplation unlocked the door to mystical theology and led to a world where the
          scrutiny of the celestial hierarchies replaced any desire to reform the more mundane
          hierarchy of the Church on earth.

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      CHAPITRE ONE :

       LIFE AND WORKS

      
        I. BIRTH AND FAMILY



        Charles de Bovelles (Carolus Bovillus) was
            born at Saint-Quentin in the parish of Saint-Martin. His father, also named Charles, was
            seigneur of Vieville and Saucourt, and the younger son of Jean de Bovelles, seigneur of
              Bernes. The date of his birth can be fixed either in late 1478 or
            early 1479
          

        He came from a noble family which was both well off and well connected. This fact was
            confirmed by local histories and by the pattern of
            Bovelles’s friendships, social position, and lavish donations to the churches of the
            region in which he lived. Although the origins of his family cannot be traced, by the
            mid-fifteenth century the Bovelles clan had established itself throughout western
            Picardy. They were especially numerous in the regions of Albert, Péronne, and Ham where
            they possessed many estates. Bovelles father possessed several estates which Charles was to inherit
              and eventually to inhabit
            permanently. In addition he also possessed a fine house in Saint-Quentin where Charles
            was possibly born. The family’s prestige was enhanced by its acquaintances with the most
            noble families of the region, among them the Mailly, Lespinay, Aumale, Hallewin, and
            Genlis. These last two families held the bishoprics of Amiens and Noyon respectively and
            Charles de Bovelles spent much time in the household of François, the bishop of Amiens
            and Charles, the bishop of Noyon
          

      

      
        II. EARLY YEARS AT PARIS, 1495-1503



        Of the early years and education of Charles de Bovelles we know only that he became a
            pupil of the great humanist and fellow Picard, Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples, in 1495. A young man of sixteen, Bovelles had come to study at the University
            of Paris in the Collège du Cardinal Lemoine, a school reserved for members of the Picard
            nation. During his stay at the college he followed the courses in the Faculty of Arts
            that led to the bachelor’s degree. His training at Lemoine in scholastic logic and in
            geometry was to be significant for the later development of his thought. Of importance
            too was the influence of his teachers. Lefèvre’s influence was the most important of all
            but others, among them Josse Clichtove
            Thibault Petit, Provisor of the college and Beatus Rhenanus, a fellow student, were to
            have important roles in the development and growth of French humanism in the first three
            decades of the sixteenth century. The importance of these men in Bovelles’s intellectual
            development was overshadowed by that of Jacques Lefèvre whom Charles de Bovelles called
            his spiritual father
             When Bovelles became his
            student Lefèvre was committed to the reorganization of the Arts curriculum at the
            college and the reform of Aristotelian texts he considered corrupted by bad scholastic
            translations and obscurred by verbose medieval commentaries. Among others, Lefèvre
            published various texts designed to remedy this situation. Two of the areas in which he
            was especially concerned were mathematics and logic and it was from these two
            disciplines that Bovelles drew his early inspiration.
          

        Encouraged by his master Lefèvre and by Clichtove and Petit, Bovelles embarked upon a
            teaching career at the Collège du Cardinal Lemoine late in 1499 or early in 1500.
            Bovelles taught here for several years. During that time he composed several short works
            dealing with dialectic, geometry, and the liberal arts. All these endeavors were the
            products of his teaching and his commitment to assist the program of Lefèvre. Born of
            enthusiasm, these works reflected the young, somewhat impatient mind of their
              author.
            Yet they are of importance in order to understand the roots from which most of the
            methodological principles of Charles de Bovelles sprang. In these years he composed a
            commentary on the Ars suppositionum
 of Lefèvre (1500) and the In
              Artem Oppositorum Introductio
 (1501) both of which concerned dialectic, and
            several works on geometry, Introductio in Geometriam, Liber de Quadratura Circuli,
              Liber de Cubicatione Spherae,
 and Perspectivae Introductio

            (1503).

      

      
        III. YEARS OF TRAVEL, 1503-1512



        In the spring of 1503 Charles de Bovelles began the first of several trips he was to
            take outside of France within the next ten years. Together with his Parisian friends
            Barnabé Burreck and Wolfgang Pratensis he visited the Swiss cantons. While there he
            stopped at the hermitage of the celebrated Swiss ascetic, Nicholas von der Flühe
            (Nicholas de Saxo), who was the object of a burgeoning
            cult at this time. Deeply impressed with what he saw of Nicholas’s life, Bovelles and
            his two friends retired to the
            Engelberg abbey for several months of contemplation and solitude. At the end of the period Bovelles set out
            with Wolfgang Pratensis but without Burreck who stayed behind to join the Benedictine
              community.
          

        Upon leaving the abbey the two followed the Rhine north, visiting Mainz and finally
            stopping to see the famous scholar and monk, Johann Trithemius. Trithemius received
            Bovelles with kindness at his monastery and gave him access to his library. He discussed philosophy, the merits of languages, and even magic
            with his French guest. In connection with this last point the abbot showed Bovelles a
            manuscript of his Stenographia,
 a treatise Trithemius later claimed was
            concerned with prognostication and communication through the use of astrological tables
            and ciphers. Bovelles’s reaction apparently was courteous and non-committal, an attitude
            that suggested to Trithemius Bovelles’s approval of the Steganographia.

            With this misunderstanding began one of the famous quarrels which divided writers on
            magic in the sixteenth century.

        In the autumn of 1503 Bovelles returned to Paris. His admiration for the pious
            asceticism of Nicholas von der Flühe had sunk deep into his soul. He withdrew into his
            study, cut his contacts with the outside world and would only take the nourishment
            necessary to keep himself alive. In addition, he announced his intention to work for
            days at a time and apparently was fond of citing Socrates as his model. All these
            measures alarmed his friends and nearly caused his death from fever in the fall and
            winter of 1503-04. This at least was the opinion of Lefèvre’s friend, Jean
              Molinier. In
            later years he was haunted by the strange drawings he found on Nicholas’s cell wall in
            Switzerland. Several letters concerned with this matter passed between him and Nicolas
            Hory, archbishop-elect of Rheims in 1508. It was not
            until 1512-15, however, that Bovelles withdrew permanently from the capital and its
            bustling intellectual life to take up a solitary residence at Charlepont.

        Just what it was specifically in the life of Nicholas von der Flühe that appealed so
            strongly to Bovelles was hard to determine. Leaving specifics aside, however, it was
            obvious that Bovelles was drawn to the hermit’s life of solitude and physical
            renunciation. The yearning for such a life was strong in the souls of the early French
            scholars and was especially marked in Lefèvre, who gave considerable thought to entering
            a monastery before finally rejecting it in favor...
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