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Robert Fludd (1574–1637) was an English physician who wrote extensive treatises on 
many subjects. His father, Sir Thomas Fludd, was trained in law and served the English 
crown. After receiving a Master’s Degree at Oxford in 1598, Robert Fludd travelled 
across Europe for six years, visiting scholars and aristocrats. This included a winter in the 
foothills of Spain, which he spent in the company of Jesuit priests. Back in England, 
Fludd returned to Oxford for his medical degree and was practicing medicine by 1606 in 
London. His methods were unorthodox and raised concern, leading to a temporary 
revoking of his medical license. He worked to restore his standing, and had earned a 
position as a fellow of the College of Physicians by 1609. Among Fludd’s practical 
accomplishments are a medical salve for battle wounds, a peculiar but functional 
barometer, and a patent for improved steel-manufacturing. From 1617 onwards, Fludd 
also published massive books that discussed all matters of philosophy, theology, and 
history. These works contained a great number of intricate copperplate engravings 
created by Fludd to enrich his texts. Fludd is recognized today as a Renaissance figure, 
Christian philosopher and alchemical artist. 

The arrival of Fludd’s publications caused a stir among the European intelligentsia. 
It was a time when academic communities were abandoning their traditional practices in 
favour of newer, critical perspectives. Fludd was notorious for his adherence to the old 
traditions, as well as his cavalier speculations and stubborn conviction. When challenged, 
Fludd would often declare himself the possessor of “true wisdom” that evidently 
surpassed the debased knowledge of his correspondent. Nobody was bothered more by 
Fludd’s attitude than the French priest and philosopher Marin Mersenne, who called him 
an evil Magician and teacher of heresy.1 Surprised by such an attack, Fludd judged 

																																																													
1 Similar condemnations of Fludd were made by William Foster and a Parisian scholar named Lanovius. cf. 
William H. Huffman, Robert Fludd and the End of the Renaissance (London: Routledge, 1988), 64–70. 
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Mersenne to be “violent, indeed, insane.”2 At Mersenne’s request, Pierre Gassendi 
published a respectful evaluation of Fludd’s work but also mistakenly defended the 
Galenic theory of circulation in the process; an error that Fludd rectified.3 These and 
other controversies made Fludd “one of England’s best known natural philosophers.”4 

The most prolific dispute of Fludd’s career was with Johannes Kepler, which lasted 
from 1619 until 1623. Their exchange was partially translated in 1952 by the physicist 
Wolfgang Pauli who compared the geometrical diagrams in Kepler’s astronomical works 
to Fludd’s alchemical illustrations. Pauli’s essay sparked an interest in the Kepler-Fludd 
polemic, specifically among historians of science.5 Recent literature has offered a more 
balanced viewpoint of Kepler’s scientific achievements relative to Fludd’s previous 
obscurity. I plan to describe some important differences between these two figures that 
stand in need of further articulation. 

The second purpose of my article is to showcase the visual alchemy of Fludd’s 
artwork. This kind of imagery, often associated with Western esotericism, conveys its 
meaning through a distinct semiotic structure.6 It comprises both literal and metaphorical 
meaning, though Fludd’s explanations were often quite literal. To illuminate this dualism, 
I have chosen to focus on Fludd’s claim that God and the human soul are not parts of 
Nature and cannot be quantified with numbers.7 According to Fludd, natural things, such 
as the four elements or the human body, can be divided and measured, whereas 
supernatural things cannot and therefore necessitate the use of symbols. The resulting art 
form has literal “icons” for Nature and metaphorical symbols for God and the human 

																																																													
2 Allen G. Debus, The Chemical Philosophy (New York: Science History Publications, 1977), 268. The 
specific remark occurs on page 109 of Fludd’s Sophia cum moria certamen (1629), where he describes 
Mersenne’s nature as “violentam” and “insanam.” 
3 cf. Walter Pagel, William Harvey’s Biological Ideas (Basel: Krager, 1967), 114–15. 
4 Allen G. Debus, The English Paracelsians (London: Oldbourne Book Co., 1965), 105. 
5 Allen G. Debus and Robert S. Westman are two historians of science who refer to Pauli’s essay in their 
studies of Fludd. 
6 Many collections of alchemical imagery include Fludd and I refer to Szulakowska (2000) in this article. 
Another account of Fludd’s images can be found in Joscelyn Godwin’s Robert Fludd: Hermetic 
Philosopher and Surveyor of Two Worlds (London: Thames and Hudson, 1979). Fludd’s images also 
appear in collections of esoteric artwork, e.g., in Alexander Roob’s “Alchemy & Mysticism” (2014). 
7 Fludd made this claim particularly clear in his refutation of Johannes Kepler’s theory of the human soul. 
cf. Wolfgang Ernst Pauli, “The Influence of Archetypal Ideas on the Scientific Theories of Kepler,” in The 
Interpretation of Nature and the Psyche, Carl Gustav Jung and Wolfgang Ernst Pauli (Bronx: Ishi Press, 
1952/2012), 213–25. 
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soul; “a deliberately composed ambiguity concealing the distinction between reality and 
artifice.”8 The motives of visual alchemists were often suspect on account of this 
underlying ambiguity and Fludd was accused of “[taking] great delight in topics which 
are hidden in the darkness of riddles.”9 On the contrary, his artwork masks the truth in 
order to liberate the viewer’s mind from conforming to it, “forcing a continuum between 
the viewer’s space and that of the picture.”10 

My goals here are expansive but connected. On one hand, Fludd’s artwork is 
relevant to variety of disciplines, most especially for art history and philosophy. On the 
other hand, Fludd was an important figure in early-modern science but for reasons that 
are poorly defined. We know that he made a number of proto-scientific arguments that 
encompassed a wide range of knowledge and garnered serious attention at the time. More 
importantly, he carefully illustrated his reasoning for the benefit of his readers.11 The 
following selection of images are taken from his magnum opus (History of Two Worlds, 
abbr. “UCH”) and have been arranged to reflect his claim that God and the human soul 
are not parts of Nature. I hope this will uncover the logic of Fludd’s naturalism along the 
lines of Pauli’s initial account. Simultaneously, we bear witness to alchemical imagery 
from the 17th century and its wonderfully implicit unknowns. 

 
 

Nature  
 
The purpose of mathematics in science was highly contested in the 17th century.12 
Established opinions were being opposed by newer, scientific theories that relied on 
precise calculations and mechanical models. A confrontation was therefore inevitable 
when a mechanist (Kepler) picked a fight with a traditionalist (Fludd) on the topic of 
mathematics in natural science.  It began when Kepler named himself a “philosopher and 
																																																													
8 Urszula Szulakowska, The Alchemy of Light: Geometry and Optics in Late Renaissance Alchemical 
Illustration (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 3. 
9 Johannes Kepler, The Harmony of the World (Harmonices Mundi), trans. E.J. Aiton, Alistair Matheson 
Duncan, and Judith Veronica Field (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1619/1997), 505. 
10 Szulakowska, The Alchemy of Light, 2.  
11 The engravings were designed by Fludd himself and placed specifically in his texts to enhance his 
written arguments. cf. Szulakowska, The Alchemy of Light, 168 and Frances A. Yates, The Art of Memory 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966), 324. 
12 cf. Allen G. Debus, “Mathematics and Nature in the Chemical Texts of the Renaissance,” Ambix 15, no. 
1 (1968): 2. 
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mathematician” while labeling Fludd a mere “musician.”13 Fludd retorted: “It is for the 
vulgar mathematicians to concern themselves with quantitative shadows; the alchemists 

and Hermetic philosophers, however, 
comprehend the true core of the natural 
bodies.”14 Kepler’s response emphasized 
the need for motion in mathematics, 
particularly in harmony: 

 
If you know of another mathematics (besides 
that vulgar one from which all those hitherto 
celebrated as mathematicians have received 
their name), that is, a mathematics that is 
both natural and formal, I must confess that I 
have never tasted of it […] If you shall have 
found in the very causes harmonies as limpid 
as are mine in the movements, then it will be 
proper for me to congratulate you […] that is, 
as soon as I shall be able to observe 
anything.15 

 
Time has proved Kepler right insofar as 
he belongs to that very tradition of 
“celebrated mathematicians” while Fludd 
does not. Kepler was also right to 
distinguish his own heliocentric model on 
the basis of movement.16 Not only is 
Fludd’s model of the cosmos geocentric in 
its design, it is also presented in a way 
that has more in common with visual art 
than empirical science. 

 

																																																													
13 Kepler, The Harmony, 505. 
14 Pauli, “The Influence of Archetypal Ideas,” 196. 
15 Ibid., 200. 
16 “[Fludd] seeks harmonic proportions in degrees of darkness and light, without respect to any motion: I 
seek harmonies only in motions.” Kepler, The Harmony, 507. 

Fig. 1 The Art of Nature. This engraving 
appears immediately after the Table of 
Contents in volume 1 of UCH. The female 
figure is a representation of feminine Natura, 
the anima mundi or the Virgin Mary. She is 
pictured chained to God but also in command 
of Man, or the “ape of Nature,” who rests upon 
the Earth amidst the sphere of the mundane and 
liberal arts. This might be the only image 
where Fludd depicts a female human figure in a 
purely symbolic context; the rest are explicitly 
male. The role of gender in Fludd’s system is a 
study yet to be undertaken	
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Fig. 2  The Formal Cosmic Model. Fludd devised a system of two pyramids: one extending from the lowest 
point of Nature to the highest and the other from highest to lowest. The material pyramid begins at the 
lowest point and terminates at the outermost periphery. The formal pyramid starts from beyond the 
periphery and terminates at the base of the material pyramid. The three regions divide the pyramids into 
sections, which Fludd counts as individual spaces. Each pyramid has four spaces: one per region and one, 
exclusive region for its base. These exclusive spaces allow Fludd to designate geometric “opposites” (e.g., 
light and dark) which can then be related by means of arithmetic and harmony in his mathematical model 
of Nature. Notice that the base of the formal pyramid is indicated by a dotted, not a solid line, as it is meant 
to occupy the negative space on the folio page that surrounds the entire circular hierarchy. 
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Fludd’s concept of Nature comprises two worlds (macrocosm and microcosm), each with 
three general regions. Within these regions, Fludd created two opposing pyramids with 
symmetrical ratios: the material pyramid ascends from the coldest, darkest, and densest 
space while the formal pyramid descends from the hotter, lighter, and sparser. The only 
instance of a strictly equal proportion occurs in the middle region, i.e., where light equals 
darkness, form equals matter, and so on. Fludd designated this mathematical centre as the 
“sphere of equality,” which is the orbital sphere of the sun and the visible seat of divinity 
“from which all the multitude of starrs in heaven do derive and draw their formall 
essence, no otherwise than from the Arithmeticall unity, all numbers whatsoever are 
produced.”17 Allen G. Debus has observed the strong resemblance between Fludd’s 
praise for the sun and that of Copernicus.18 But according to Fludd’s description, objects 
farther from the Earth are necessarily lighter and are closer to the divine source of all 
motion. He thus rejected heliocentrism on the basis that the Earth is the heaviest body and 
must therefore occupy the motionless centre of the macrocosm. 

Fludd attempted to formulate a rudimentary mathematical physics within his model 
of Nature by using specific mechanical analogies as experimental proofs. For example, 
all motion must originate beyond the heavens because a wheel is more easily turned from 
its periphery than from its centre.19 Another example is Fludd’s “weather-glass” 
apparatus that demonstrated the interaction of opposites in what Pauli called “a kind of 
combined thermometer and barometer, [which] behaves, of course, in a way opposite of 
what we are used to.”20 Fludd expected his metaphysical concepts (such as the two 
pyramids) to find support in these empirical observations. All domains of knowledge and 
experience ultimately factored into his personal vision of the divine Nature; a realization 
that was truly magnificent in Fludd’s mind. He was perhaps less successful in realizing 

																																																													
17 Quoted in Allen G. Debus, “The Sun in the Universe of Robert Fludd,” in Le soleil à la renaissance: 
sciences et mythes: colloque international tenu en avril 1963 sous les auspices de la Fédération 
internationale des instituts et sociétés pour l’étude de la renaissance et du Ministère de l’éducation 
nationale et de la culture de la Belgique, travaux de l’Institut pour l’étude de la Renaissance et de 
l’humanisme 2 (Bruxelles: Presses universitaires de Bruxelles, 1965), 268. The original passage occurs on 
pages 61–64 of Fludd’s Mosaicall Philosophy (1659).  
18 cf. Ibid., 261; and Allen G. Debus, “Renaissance Chemistry and the Work of Robert Fludd,” Ambix 14, 
no. 1 (1967): 53. 
19 cf. Debus, “The Sun in the Universe,” 274. There is also an engraving that illustrates the phenomenon in 
UCH, 155. 
20 Pauli, “The Influence of Archetypal Ideas,” 201. 
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the adversity that his vision would face in the public domain. In his Declaratio Brevis to 
James I, Fludd explained his intentions: 

 
The true philosophy, commonly thought of as new, which destroys the old, is the head, 
the sum, the foundation, and the embracer of all Disciplines, Sciences, and Arts […] it 
will diligently investigate heaven and earth, and will sufficiently, by its images, explore, 
examine and depict Man, who is unique […] It is sufficiently obvious that my opinions 
are not new but rather are the most evident explications and most clear demonstrations of 
the secrets of nature which have been concealed or hidden by the ancient Philosophers 
under the guise of allegorical riddles and enigmas.21 

 
Fludd’s version of the “true philosophy” was essentially a syncretic idealism, i.e., his 
opinions are not “new” because they combine many pre-established ideas into a single 
philosophical system. The emphasis on depicting Man was his personal contribution to 
what is otherwise a synthesis of existing material that he called the “Mosaic philosophy.” 

A major bias of Fludd’s syncretism is his preference for religious authority over 
experimentation, which “was not really unusual for the period.”22 It fell to critics like 
Kepler, Gassendi, and Mersenne to point out the counterintuitive outcomes of Fludd’s 
reasoning—why do science at all if we have Holy Scripture? It is incorrect, however, to 
suggest that these critics were unanimous in their own acceptance of scientific 
explanations. As a case in point, Kepler felt pressed to defend astrology against science: 
“while justly rejecting the stargazers’ superstitions, [theologians, physicians, and 
philosophers] should not throw out the baby with the bathwater.”23 In this light, Fludd’s 
religious bias was fundamentally apologetic. His iconographic representation of Genesis, 
for example, was a preservation of intellectual tradition as much as it was a literal 
doctrine of Creation. Robert S. Westman has noted that Fludd’s visualization of the 
Creation “touched a highly sensitive nerve in many of the great intellects of the 17th 
century.”24 

																																																													
21 William H. Huffman, ed., Robert Fludd, Western Esoteric Masters Series (Berkeley: North Atlantic 
Books, 2001), 84–85, 92. 
22 Debus, “Renaissance Chemistry,” 58. 
23 Quoted in Arthur Koestler, The Sleepwalkers: A History of Man’s Changing Vision of the Universe 
(London: Hutchinson, 1959/1986), 245. The original quote is from Kepler’s Tertius Interveniens of 1610. 
24 Robert S. Westman, “Nature, Art, and Psyche: Jung, Pauli, and the Kepler-Fludd Polemic;” in Occult and 
Scientific Mentalities in the Renaissance, ed. Brian Vickers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1984), 207. 



The Case of Robert Fludd 
__________________________________________________________________________________	

	
	

University of Toronto Art Journal, Spring 2018 41 

    
 

Fig. 3  Infinite Nothingness    Fig. 4  Light and Darkness 
	

 

    
 

Fig. 5  Spiritual Waters     Fig. 6  Four Elements 
 
	
Figs. 3–6 The Material Creation. Starting from infinite nothingness, light is brought forth to create the first 
duality. Through the tension of these polar opposites, a third arises: the spiritual waters. These are the three 
primary elements of Paracelsian cosmology. The spiritual waters are the homogenous substance or prima 
materia that will gradually differentiate into further elements based on density: earth is dense water, water 
is dense air, and air is dense fire. After a number of intermediary transitions (not shown here), the resulting 
structure is a hierarchical arrangement of three elemental regions and a dark, earthy base (Fig .6). This 
serves as the material template for the formal model shown in Fig. 2. 



Diotallevi 
__________________________________________________________________________________	

	
	

University of Toronto Art Journal, Spring 2018 42 

God 
 
Syncretism in the early Renaissance period combined ideas from many religious 
traditions into a single “perennial” philosophy. Fludd adopted this philosophy by 
remaining a professed Anglican his entire life while also venturing beyond Christianity 
into the realm of Jewish mysticism. The concept of Christian Kabbalah had already been 
conceived over a century earlier by Giovanni Pico.25 Pico had claimed that the 
Kabbalistic technique of exegesis (the decoding of words, numbers, and symbols) was a 
viable method for interpreting the Christian doctrine of the holy Trinity, which became 
the goal of Christian Kabbalists like Fludd.26 Hence we find in Fludd’s engravings both 
the traditional symbolism of the Trinity as well as a fourfold symbol or “quaternary” 
known as the Tetragram (הוהי). 

There is a peculiar logic to this four letter name for God that visual alchemists 
wove into their artwork. Each Hebrew character can function as its own symbol without 
destroying the word as a whole, offering greater versatility. In Fludd’s engravings, the 
Tetragram is used to refer to both the immanent and the transcendent aspects of God as 
needed. A comparatively fixed symbol, the Trinity is generally restricted to the 
transcendent aspect of God only.27 As a symbol of religious faith, the Tetragram became 
a piece of propaganda—this is the “ineffable name” of God. Though the logical and 
religious functions of the Tetragram were perceived as being intimately related, Fludd 
gave due emphasis to its logical function as a “lucid expression” of the progression of the 
Trinity through his mathematical ratios.28 

The technique of mystical exegesis was not limited to scripture and was also 
applied to concepts of natural philosophy. In his Analytic Demonstration of 1621, Fludd 
used historical evidence to defend the sacred dignity of the number four in his theory of 
																																																													
25 In his Oration on the Dignity of Man (1496) as well as his 900 Theses. 
26 cf. Wilhelm Schmidt-Biggemann, “Robert Fludd’s Kabbalistic Cosmos,” trans. Geoff Dumbreck and 
Douglas Hedley, in Platonism at the Origins of Modernity: Studies on Platonism and Early Modern 
Philosophy, eds. Douglas Hedley and Sarah Hutton (Dordrecht: Springer, 2008), 76. 
27 Kepler had a very different understanding of the Trinity based on his theory of geometry. In his Optics of 
1604, Kepler supposed God to be “the most wise founder” who “played out the image of his reverend 
trinity” as “the authentic... the most fitting image of the corporeal world.” (Optics, 19). He continues to 
explain why this is: “And since these are clearly three—the center, the surface, and the interval—they are 
nonetheless one, inasmuch as none of them, even in thought, can be absent without destroying the 
whole.”(Optics, 19). 
28 Quoted in Pauli, “The Influence of Archetypal Ideas,” 227. 
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Nature.29 This included the Pythagorean tetraktys as the “eternal fountainhead of Nature,” 
the medieval Quadrivium, and the monad of John Dee. He also argued that the number 
four is superior on the basis of the seasons, the elements and the four triads of the Zodiac. 
All of this was directed against the “insolent” Kepler, who adhered to a Trinitarian 
cosmology including the sun, the planets, and a spherical hierarchy that “contains no hint 
of the number four or quaternity.”30 Pauli turned this numerological division into a 
psychological one, comparing Kepler’s “trinitarian” attitude with Fludd’s “quaternarian” 
one. Kepler’s opinion of the Kabbalah, for instance, is clearly sceptical: 

 
I also play with symbols; I have begun a little work, a geometrical kabbalah, which deals 
with the ideas of the thing of nature in geometry. But when I play I do not forget that I 
am playing. For nothing is proved with symbols, nothing hidden is shown in natural 
philosophy through geometrical symbols except that known before, unless it is shown by 
certain reasons to be not only symbolic but also a description of the connection between 
things and causes.31 

 
Kepler’s doubt can also be seen in Harmonices Mundi where he treats the Pythagorean 
tetraktys out of curiosity, not reverence.32 Meanwhile, Fludd was reasoning on the basis 
of a divine correlation between the tetraktys and the Tetragram. Based on his reaction to 
Fludd, Kepler was unconvinced that “certain reasons” should ever be avoided, even 
though this is precisely what a visual alchemist strives to accomplish in their artwork. 
Pauli viewed this whole scenario as an archetypal conflict between “the quantitative 
relations of the parts” and “the qualitative indivisibility of the whole.”33 

The psychological interpretation of the Kepler-Fludd polemic was a result of 
Pauli’s extensive correspondence with Carl Gustav Jung, who co-published an essay on 

																																																													
29 Ibid, 226–36. 
30 Ibid., 174. 
31 From one of Kepler’s correspondences as recorded in Michael T. Walton and Phyllis J. Walton, “The 
Geometrical Kabbalahs of John Dee and Johannes Kepler: The Hebrew Tradition and the Mathematical 
Study of Nature,” in Experiencing Nature: Proceedings of a Conference in Honor of Allen G. Debus, ed. 
Paul H. Theerman and Karen Hunger Parshall (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1997), 49. In 
another letter, Kepler wrote, “I hate all cabbalists,” recorded in Max Caspar, Kepler, trans. C. Doris 
Hellman (New York: Dover Publications, 1941/1993), 292. 
32 cf. Kepler, The Harmony, 133–40. Kepler went so far as to disdain the “harmonic tyranny” of the 
Pythagoreans, which lasted up until Ptolemy. 
33 Pauli, “The Influence of Archetypal Ideas,” 205. 
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the theory of synchronicity.34 The concept of acausal meaning has gained little traction 
outside of Jungian circles yet it has a potential connection to Kepler and Fludd that has 
never been described before (to my knowledge). The moment of synchronicity would 
have occurred when Kepler first encountered volume 1 of Fludd’s UCH during the 
Frankfurt book fair of 1617. More than 20 years prior, Kepler had experienced an 
epiphany while teaching a class of students.35 In the course of his lecture, Kepler drew on 
the blackboard a triangle fitted between two circles (one within the triangle and the other 
around its perimeter). At this very instant, he suddenly knew how the planetary orbits 
aligned with the ratios of geometry in his hallmark “polyhedral model” of the solar 
system. Kepler wrote that he would never be able to describe his delight in words, “as 
though an oracle had spoken to him.”36 He had realized something truly magnificent. 

Returning to the book fair, Kepler’s eyes fell upon a large tome—the first volume 
of Fludd’s History of Two Worlds. On closer inspection, Fludd’s overall project was 
nearly identical to his own, which was soon to be published as The Harmony of the 
World. If this coincidence wasn’t enough, how startled Kepler must have been when he 
saw a familiar geometric figure—a triangle fitted between two circles—in the opening 
pages of Fludd’s book.37 Moreover, it was labeled with the word Deus, as if Fludd had 
directly captured the divine essence of this shape (Fig. 7). Even more appalling was the 
subsequent image (Fig. 8) depicting the Hebrew Tetragram within the triangle. It would 
have been a moment of juxtaposition between Fludd’s syncretism and Kepler’s 
philosophical and theological beliefs, i.e. his Platonic account of the human soul in 
relation to God. He must have wondered how he could separate his own polyhedral 
model of the solar system from the “playful” symbolism of Fludd’s engravings. The 
Kepler-Fludd polemic was therefore very personal and tested their rational justifications 
for believing in divine knowledge. Looking back through the centuries, Pauli was 
fascinated by the apparent “problem as to how the process of knowing is connected with 
the religious experience of transmutation undergone by him who acquires knowledge.”38 

																																																													
34 “Synchronicity: An Acausal Connecting Principle.” The combined publication with Pauli is The 
Interpretation of Nature and the Psyche (Bronx: Ishi Press, 1952/2012). 
35 Kepler’s story is recounted in Koestler, The Sleepwalkers, 249–55 and in Caspar, Kepler, 62–63. 
Koestler records the date of Kepler’s epiphany as July 9, 1595, but Caspar wrote it as July 19. Both dates 
have been reported elsewhere though the confusion may stem from Kepler’s own handwritten account. 
36 cf. Ibid. 
37 This figure appears on page 20 of the first volume of Fludd’s UCH. 
38 Pauli, “The Influence of Archetypal Ideas,” 212. 
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                            Fig. 7  Demonstration.                                       Fig. 8  Reflection. 
 
Man 
 
In Fludd’s Mosaic philosophy, the soul shares a close, supernatural bond with God, such 
that it “can as little be separated or divided from God as a sunbeam from the sun.”39 The 
immanent and transcendent aspects of God find their counterparts in physical and 
spiritual modes of perception, which Fludd described in his reply to Kepler of 1622: 

 
Those, then, who seek to consider the soul as it inheres in perishable things will observe 
with their physical eyes that it can be distinguished from the body and its properties. But 
he who, turning back into himself and to his centre and neglecting the external world as a 
deceitful shadow, penetrates into his inner gateways, he will perceive with his spiritual 
eyes that there is neither divisibility nor quantity in the soul and that neither numbers nor 
geometrical figures can be discovered in God.40 

 
The two modes of perception require that the human body and its faculties correspond 
directly with the structure of the macrocosm, including the soul as the “image of God.” 
By illustrating these correspondences as measurable quantities, Fludd effectively 
symbolized the unity of the human soul without violating the logic of his naturalism. His 
demonstration can likewise be viewed in two ways. The first, spiritual way is to conceive 

																																																													
39 Ibid., 215. Here Fludd is (loosely) quoting Hermes Trismegistus. 
40 Ibid., 224. 
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of the soul as the totality of harmonic ratios that links it with God. The second, physical 
way offers a structural and psychological description of the human organism where the 
soul exists as a super-anatomical feature. At this point, the literal meaning of Fludd’s 
artwork can be hard to distinguish from the metaphorical since both kinds of meaning can 
guide the act of perception. These images appeal both to reason and to imagination in 
order to stimulate the viewer’s awareness of themselves as the very subject of inquiry. It 
is also not without irony; a human seeing its own reflection and “causing a spiritual and 
intellectual alchemy to occur in the moment of viewing the image.”41 

Through our spiritual eyes, we are meant to penetrate the “deceitful shadows” of 
the body and perceive a unified, indivisible soul. Fludd resolved this dualism with the 
synthetic power of music, or what he called musica humana (Fig. 9). This is distinct from 
musica instrumentalis (typical audible harmony) and musica mundana, which has the 
same synthetic role in the macrocosm as musica humana does in the microcosm. Building 
on the structures of arithmetic and geometry, music is the final component of Fludd’s 
mathematical model, and has been described as “the most eloquent symbolical expression 
of his approach to the problems with which the philosophers of his time were faced.”42 It 
has also been analyzed exclusively by musicologists.43 The cumulative expression of 
Fludd’s musical theory is his Monochordum Mundi—a string divided into exact 
increments that relate his entire philosophy of God and the world.44 He intended to use 
the Monochord as an argument against Kepler’s theory of universal harmony. One of the 
main differences in Kepler’s version was that it included the harmonic divisions of the 
circle as well as the string.45 Fludd only used the circle to divide the string, as can be seen 
in a series of engravings (not included here) dedicated to the concept of geometric harmony.46 

																																																													
41 Szulakowska, The Alchemy of Light, 4. 
42 Peter J. Ammann, “The Musical Theory and Philosophy of Robert Fludd,” Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes 30 (1967): 198. 
43 In addition to Ammann’s article referenced in this article, there exists a book-length translation and 
commentary on Fludd’s music: Peter Hauge, The Temple of Music by Robert Fludd (Burlington: Ashgate, 
2011). 
44 cf. Ammann, “The Musical Theory and Philosophy,” 224. 
45 Kepler reasoned that music “draws some of the basic principles of its sevenfold set from the actual 
straightness of the string, whereas the circle, in which we mark the aspects, returns on itself, and another 
circle cannot be made from the remainder of the zodiac as it can from that of a string.” Kepler, The 
Harmony, 351. 
46 The engravings in question appear on pages 81, 89, 90, 97, and 100 of UCH, vol.1, book 3. Fludd drew 
his concept of geometric harmony from Boethius, specifically regarding the compound ratio 6:8:9:12. 
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Fig. 9 The Harmonic Man. The divisions of the monochord are mapped onto a human being. The largest 
division splits night from day, perhaps alluding to conscious and unconscious states of awareness. The next 
division splits body and mind, which spans a double octave from the midpoint upwards. Following this are 
two separate octaves, the spiritual and corporeal, which meet at the sphere of equality (2:2) where the heart 
and imagination lie. The smallest intervals (4ths and 5ths) include the senses and reason. Finally, the 
Tetragram is positioned above the entire circular space, outside of Nature, comparing the soul to the “image 
of God.” 
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Fig. 10 The Male Human. The regions of elements, aether, and Empyrean correspond to the bodily sections 
of stomach, chest, and head. The heaviest or material base is the genitals rather than the Earth. The lightest 
or formal base is the shining light above the head, which in this case is symbolized as the “physically 
perceived” soul rather than the spiritual image of God. Given that every other label has a corresponding 
anatomical feature, the shining light could represent a super-anatomical feature of the human organism. It 
could also be the equivalent of an umwelt; the semiotic “world of meaning” that an organism experiences. 
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Physical perception is more complicated since it encompasses many things other 
than the soul and lacks the unifying effect of cosmic harmony. We can expect physical 
perception to be pluralistic because the subjectivity of the perceiver will now become 
relevant. For example, we know that Fludd’s own perception was enhanced by his 
medical training and firsthand understanding of human anatomy.47 He naturally 
compared the position of the sun to the position of the heart after having observed that 
each object was located at the mathematical center of their respective domains. It was on 
this assumption that Fludd conceived of the circulation of the blood: in its circular motion 
around the Earth, the sun excites four cardinal winds which are inhaled by humans and 
cause the circular motion of spirited blood throughout their bodies.48 Fludd proposed this 
idea as early as 1623, right when his friend and colleague William Harvey was studying 
the same phenomenon.49 Although Fludd was the first author to publish support for 
Harvey, it was mainly because he believed that Harvey’s experiments had verified his 
own mystical hypothesis.50 

We also know that Fludd’s perception was shaped by his readings of ancient 
philosophers. Like his contemporaries, Fludd “had an implacable hatred of Aristotle even 
though Aristotelian influences are evident throughout his work.” 51 Fludd occasionally 
refers to Aristotle and the “Peripatetics” though never with the emphatic reverence he has 
for Plato. He was critical of the Christian scholastics, “insomuch as they are wedded to 
[Aristotle’s] worldly wisdom that they admire each new proficient in Philosophy, of their 
Universities to maintain his actions, and not to decline from his doctrine.”52 Fludd needed 
a compromise here, for how could he orchestrate his grand syncretism of human wisdom 
without including Aristotle? His influence was especially obvious in discussions of 

																																																													
47 Fludd not only performed his own dissections, he even “looked over Harvey’s shoulder when the latter 
took pains to exclude beyond any possible doubt the existence of interventricular communications in the 
heart.” Walter Pagel, New Light on William Harvey (Basel: Karger, 1976), 58. 
48 Allen G. Debus, “Robert Fludd and the Circulation of the Blood,” Journal of the History of Medicine and 
Allied Sciences 16, no. 4 (1961): 378–79. 
49 “Fludd had published his idea of the blood’s ‘circularity’ at the critical time, namely in the early twenties, 
when Harvey is likely to have conceived the idea.” Pagel, Biological Ideas, 337. 
50 cf. Debus, “Robert Fludd,” 393 and Allen G. Debus, “Harvey and Fludd: The Irrational Factor in the 
Rational Science of the Seventeenth Century,” Journal of the History of Biology 3, no. 1 (1970): 83. 
Fludd’s support of Harvey appeared in Medicina Catholica (Frankfurt: Willem Fitzer, 1629) in a section 
dedicated to the pulse (Pulsus seu nova et arcana pulsuum historia). 
51 Debus, “Renaissance Chemistry,” 51. 
52 Quoted in Huffman, ed., Robert Fludd, 227. 
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“matter,” “form,” and “infinity.”53 Hence Fludd was prepared to “acknowledge and 
confess this Prince of the Peripatetic Philosophy to be a personage of a profound 
speculation; and that he had a deep insight into the light of nature.”54 

There is one exception where Aristotle’s view could only ring true for the 
mechanists: the theory of number (arithmos). In essence, Aristotle had formulated an 
approach to infinitesimal calculations that surpassed earlier theories, mainly those of 
Plato and the Pythagoreans.55 Kepler explicitly defended Aristotle’s theory of number, 
even though his favourite author to quote from was Proclus—a Platonist.56 Platonism has 
taken many forms and Kepler surely held beliefs that were unmistakably tied to Plato. 
Still, there are certain dialogues that discuss the role of mathematics in human life and 
lend themselves more to a mystical interpretation of number theory. In the Philebus, for 
example, “being” is divided into four categories and a distinction is made between the 
“arithmetic of the many” and the “arithmetic of the philosophers”.57 For the Greeks, the 
means by which we attain knowledge of numbers and their operations was itself a 
question of how we perceive “perishable things” in relation to abstract or formal entities. 
Fludd was the truer Platonist in this regard while Kepler ultimately adopted the revisions 
made by Aristotle. 
 
 
  

																																																													
53 Aristotle’s theory of potential and actual infinities is particularly apparent in Fludd’s philosophy, 
specifically in his representations of the Trinity as either a determinate reference (Deus) or a simple, 
indefinite triangle. 
54 Quoted in Huffman, ed., Robert Fludd, 227. 
55 cf. Jacob Klein, Greek Mathematical Thought and the Origin of Algebra (New York: Dover Publications, 
1968), 112–13. Klein describes Aristotle’s solution as allowing for the “scientific treatment” of fractions. 
56 Kepler, The Harmony, 298, 302. Kepler first points to Aristotle’s mistaken criticisms of Plato on the 
subject of mathematics in general with the help of a commentary by Proclus. But four pages later, he states: 
“On numbers, indeed, I should not contest the view that Aristotle rightly refuted the Pythagoreans.” and “I 
do not attribute anything either to the Platonic numbers.” 
57 cf. 23c–27c, and 56d–57a. It is also worth noting that Marsilio Ficino had published an extensive 
translation and commentary of the Philebus by the end of the 15th century. 
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Conclusion 
  
Facing the perplexities of quantum physics, Wolfgang Pauli was disturbed by the fact that 
“we no longer have a total scientific picture of the world.”58 The Kepler-Fludd polemic 
was paramount in his search for an explanation, revealing that a conflict of consciousness 
had occurred in the nascent stages of modern science. Pauli reasoned that alchemists like 
Fludd sought “a greater completeness of experience […] at the cost of consciousness of 
the quantitative side of nature and its laws.”59 Modern physics had to sacrifice this greater 
completeness of experience in order to retain its quantitative laws. In the end, “the only 
acceptable point of view appears to be the one that recognizes both sides of reality—the 
quantitative and qualitative, the physical and psychical—as compatible with each other, 
and can embrace them simultaneously.”60 

Pauli’s ideal is worth considering but also seems to require a fusion of our 
scientific worldview with another that is too archaic or primitive for modern life. It also 
presents us with a value question: what makes science good? There is no doubt that 
Kepler’s discoveries were based on methodological principles including the observation 
of motion, Aristotle’s number theory, and the connection of things with causes by 
“certain reasons”. The general point made by Pauli, as well as other physicists of his 
time, is that these historical breakthroughs in scientific knowledge have yielded nearly all 
of the benefits they can offer.61 Lacking a total scientific picture of the world is a major 
obstacle in the advancement of knowledge, though it remains an ideal worth pursuing. 
The principles of Fludd’s method (Platonic number theory and ambiguity without 
observable motion) might be “good” in precisely this way. 

Fludd’s writings and alchemical engravings convey a detailed philosophy of 
nature, which hardly went unnoticed by his contemporaries. However, the decade of his 
greatest popularity (approximately 1620–30) was thoroughly eclipsed by later, more 
sceptical types of rationalism that also employed mechanical models for natural science. 
The systematic inquiries of the Renaissance period, along with Fludd’s efforts to sustain 
them, were largely abandoned by the mid-century. Needless to say, I share Pauli’s 

																																																													
58 Pauli, “The Influence of Archetypal Ideas,” 209. 
59 Ibid., 207. 
60 Ibid., 208. 
61 Werner Heisenberg’s book Physics and Beyond: Encounters and Conversations (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1969/1971) records his discussions with other scientists (Pauli included) concerning the paradigmatic 
changes of 20th century science. 
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opinion that scientific progress in the 20th century has reopened the possibility of taking 
figures like Fludd seriously again, if only as a significant case study in the history of 
science. In the words of John Stuart Mill, “the only way in which a human being can 
make some approach to knowing the whole of a subject, is by hearing what can be said 
about it by persons of every variety of opinion, and studying all modes in which it can be 
looked at by every character of mind.”62 
 
  

																																																													
62 John Stuart Mill, “Chapter 2: On the Liberty of Thought and Discussion,” in On Liberty (London: J. W. 
Parker, 1859), lines 176–80. 
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