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Abstract 

Traditionally, squaring the circle has been about bringing the incommensurable work of the gods 

within the realm of the commensurate by using infinite cosmic principles to regulate the finite 

world.  The American architect Claude Bragdon (1866-1946) squared the circle using his 

Theosophic architectural theory that was based on a neo-Pythagorean emphasis on Number, 

which he believed to have contained the secret of the universe.  America at the turn of the 20th 

century was interested in Eastern spirituality at the beginning of an age of scientific relativity 

when the world and universe were being questioned due to new scientific discoveries based on 

higher-dimensional mathematical speculations that challenged relationships between humankind 

and the cosmos.  Paralleling this scientific search was the Western conquest of the world on 

earth, which brought back speculations about the Near and Far East, including translations of 

their ancient scriptures and encyclopedias of their architecture.  The fourth dimension was an 

imaginary mathematical (re)creation of great interest to Bragdon and common to scientific 

relativity and Eastern spirituality; two cultural constructs that altered the perception of time and 

space to affect the American imagination and architectural production.  Within this context, 

Squaring the Circle investigates the relationship of theory to practice by considering Bragdon’s 

architecture as the material manifestation of his Theosophic architectural theory. 
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Introduction 

In 1915, George Eastman, the most “powerful man in Rochester” and the founder of Eastman 

Kodak Company,1 engaged Claude Bragdon to design the Rochester Chamber of Commerce.  

During the course of the project the two of them entertained each other socially and came to 

know one another well.  With confident optimism, Bragdon looked forward to the Chamber 

project being the first of many civic commissions to come.   

 
 
Figure 1.  Claude Bragdon,  
“design for a ventilating register,” 
The Frozen Fountain, 1932 

 The double-height first floor Chamber Room was fairly 

simple, defined by rectilinear column bays and encircled by a 

mezzanine on all four sides.  In the ceiling, there were plaster 

ventilating registers in each of the four corners of each column bay 

that were designed based on the magic line of the magic square of 

three (figure 1), one of the few material demonstrations of 

Bragdon’s “projective ornament.”2  The two-story Assembly Room 

directly above on the third floor was inspired by the Ducal Palace in 

Venice.3  For its completion, Bragdon intended the plastered, 

molded ceiling to be brought to life by the work of a prominent artist using gold and color.  

Eastman had approved the design earlier, but when the bids came in between $5,000 to $20,000 

corresponding to the eminence of the artist, he changed his mind, satisfied with leaving the 

ornamented, plaster ceiling white.  Bragdon argued that he would have designed the ceiling 

                                                      
1 George Eastman invented a number of photographic processes and film as it is known today, the first “snapshot” 
camera, and with his Brownie camera made amateur photography affordable to the general public. 
2 At this time, Bragdon had just published a book on the topic of designing ornament, Projective Ornament 
(Rochester, New York:  The Manas Press, 1915), but did not yet have anything built using this proposed method that 
derived ornament from the regulating lines of mathematical principles. 
3 “In Venice I had been much impressed by the stately chambers of the Doge’s Palace:  the walls panelled, without 
constructed or applied architecture, with decoration of colour and gold in the ceilings and practically nowhere else.  I 
decided to make the room I had to do like that.”  As found in MLO, 77-78. 
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differently had he known it would remain without color, and he refused to work again for 

Eastman.4   

 Bragdon seems to have been effectively blacklisted in Rochester due to this 

disagreement.  Although there is no written evidence to confirm this, Bragdon did lament in a 

letter to a friend in 1937, “I had the job of building the new Genesee Valley Club of which I was 

the architect, and whose work I had always done.  He [Eastman], the president of the club, 

offered to give them $50,000 if they would not have me for their architect.  They accepted… 

because they needed the money.”5  No significant Rochester commissions came his way after 

this incident.  A few years later his wife died, and in 1923 at the age of fifty-seven, he left 

Rochester for New York City, where he lived out the rest of his years as a theater set designer 

and author until his death at age eighty in 1946. 

 Squaring the Circle is about the translation of architectural theory into design practice.  

The Rochester Chamber of Commerce is an important building in this context due to the design 

of the ventilating registers and the importance Bragdon invested in the color and finishing of the 

ceiling.  Bragdon intended the building to be a symbol of the Rochester community.  Eastman’s 

refusal to approve the gilding of the ceiling broke down the structure of the architectural 

symbology6 Bragdon had hoped to embody in this building.  Bragdon viewed gold in its lowest 

or material form as the precious metal backing the economy of a civilization; to him, gold 

symbolized the sunlight that brought life to all creation; its higher or spiritual dimension he 

related to “the magnetic force of the sun, specialized as prāna,”7 the breath or the life-force of all 

 
4 This tale is recounted by Bragdon in MLO, 76-79. 
5 Erville Costa, "Claude F. Bragdon, Architect, Stage Designer, and Mystic," Rochester History XXIX/4 (October 
1967):  1-20 ( pp. 13-14). 
6 Symbology is a system of symbols. 
7 Claude Bragdon, “Symbols, A Fragment of Thought,” Orpheus 15 (July 1911): 307-311 (307-308). 
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creation.  Gold, in short, signified to Bragdon the alchemical transmutation of base materials into 

the living art of architecture.  In its form and function, the Chamber building was to be 

representative of the changing culture of Rochester at the beginning of the 20th century.  This 

project held the promise of future architectural innovations developing out of this inaugural use 

of his projective ornament. 

 By being based on the magic square of three, as is documented in the Appendix of this 

dissertation, Bragdon's invention of the ornamental design for the Rochester Chamber of 

Commerce ventilating register exemplifies how a seemingly contemporary resource can have 

very old, if not ancient, origins.  When he chose to pattern a ventilating register in the ceiling to 

breathe fresh air into the open office area of the Chamber, it was a mimesis Bragdon derived 

from the myth about an ancient sky emperor’s cosmic dance that wove together all of China’s 

kingdoms.  There are vested cosmological forces in this mathematical (re)creation having to do 

with divine creation that transcended time and cultural boundaries to appear here, which is why 

the overarching theme of this dissertation has to do with divination and the invisible presence of 

magic squares in Claude Bragdon’s imaginative works.   

 Bragdon’s divination was a geomantic act based on the hermetic notion of polarity or the 

balance of opposites about a polarized center:  a metaphysical summation equaling unity in 

contrast to a mathematical summation yielding zero.  To Bragdon, unity was most evident in the 

union of the masculine with the feminine, represented by him with his symbol of “the divine 

androgyne” or encircled crossing (figure 7).  Bragdon’s “divine” developed out of the occult 

axiom first known to him through his father:  “As above, so below.”8  Bragdon’s divination was 

 
8 This quote appears in Bragdon’s The Veil of Māyā, as found in BFP A.B81, Box 35, Folder 18, dated near the end 
of his life.  This paraphrases one of the “Phrases of occult and theosophic doctrine, from various sources, and other 
passages relating thereto” as found in his father’s, George C. Bragdon, notes:  “Hermetic philosophy:  One Law:  So 
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a squaring of the circle based on the projection of attributes of the macrocosm above onto the 

microcosm of the built world below.  These “divine” qualities were named by Bragdon in the 

principles of his Theosophic architectural theory.   

 Bragdon is a modern American architect who used geomancy in his work to guarantee 

correspondence between building form and functional requirements.  The controlling principle 

behind Bragdon’s design process was a striving toward unity, an impulse consistent in response 

to the centrifugal forces at work on economic and social structures as a result of the Industrial 

Age and its rapidly changing demographics.  The late 19th century became a prelude to societal 

upheavals and political unrest, which resulted in early-20th century conflicts such as WWI and 

the Russian revolution.  At the turn of the 20th century technological advances such as electricity, 

the automobile and the cinema were popularized; the ramifications of which are a driving force 

in our culture today, manifested in the technology of the Information Age.  At that time, 

scientific discoveries had challenged notions of time, space and eternity, which had previously 

been intertwined with religious beliefs.  The assimilation of Eastern philosophy into Western 

culture questioned relationships between spirituality and science, furthered by new theories of 

scientific relativity.  This dissertation investigates the sliver of time from the last decade of the 

19th century through the first two decades of the 20th century. 

 This tumultuous condition led Bragdon to seek unity in his work.  To him, unity was 

represented by the encircled crossing.  Traditionally, divination began with the act of crossing 

the ground and encircling to orient toward the cardinal directions.  Through the casting of 

shadows from the sun, this geomantic procedure projected the divine from the universe above 

 
is the outer, so is the inner; as is the small, so is the great; there is but one law; and he that worketh is One.  Nothing 
is small; nothing is great in the divine economy.”  As found in BFP, D.255, Box 10, Folder 4, dated March 1897.
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onto the ground of the earth below in the form of a solar-oriented magic square.  In this way, 

orientation and alignment become an assurance of a divine building. 

 In Indian cosmology, the first square made was called a yantra, an idealized temple form 

set square to the cosmos with gates at the cardinal directions.  In the Indian tantric tradition this 

square framework is referred to as being “shivered,” because vibration, or Sound, is the 

cosmogenesis of all form.9  The yantra is a primary geometric form used in tantric practices to 

stimulate inner visualizations, which provides a “snapshot view of a transition”10 in this four-

dimensional process11 of creation and (re)creation.12  In this dissertation, the magic square is 

considered to be an imaginative (re)creation related to light and sound that gives rise to 

architectural form and is the thread that connects Bragdon’s architectural speculations.   

 At the turn of the 20th century, the making of magic squares was a parlor game of 

mathematical recreation and a cultural pastime of the Western world,13 evidence of an interest in 

relationships between science and the mind that developed in the late-18th and early-19th 

centuries.  In America, the western New York region would become the epicenter14 of an 

 
9 For an in-depth explanation, see the discussion on the yantra and śiśirita (shivered) in Appendix I, “Creative 
Imagination and the Cardinal Directions:  Divining the Constructed World.” 
10 I have borrowed this phrase from Henri Bergson, “What is real is the continual change of form:  form is only a 
snapshot view of a transition.”  As found in Creative Evolution (New York:  Henry Holt and Company, 1913 (1911)), 
302. 
11 The tantric practice of inner visualization is four-dimensional because it involves the imaginary expansion and 
contraction of form in an ongoing process of creation and re-creation, or the union of space (three dimensions) with 
time (one dimension) to become the four-dimensional construct referred to as space-time.  This is explained in detail 
in Part II, “When Time Stands Still.”  The yantra is a primary geometric form that represents immobilized energy. 
12 Various aspects of the meaning of the yantra have been taken from Heinrich Zimmer, Myths and Symbols in Indian 
Art and Civilization (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1946) and Ajit Mookerjee and Madhu Khanna, The Tantric 
Way (London:  Thames and Hudson, 1977). 
13 There was a proliferation of literature on magic squares that would have been available to Bragdon from popular 
and occult sources.  He often referenced W. S. Andrews, Magic Squares and Cubes (Chicago:  The Open Court 
Publishing Company, 1908); however, he knew about magic squares much earlier.  His notebooks indicate he was 
familiar with Cabalistic works and possibly could have come across the magic talismans in S. L. Mac Gregor-Mathers, 
The Book of the Sacred Magic of Abra-Melin the Mage, as delivered by Abraham the Jew unto his son Lamech, A.D. 
1458, which was published in 1883.  He also may have been familiar with the more popular book of 1892 by Edward 
Falkener, Games Ancient and Oriental and How to Play Them, which also includes a discussion on magic lines in 
magic squares.   
14 To this day there are numerous occult centers in this region. 
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emerging new spiritual America that would equate religion with science through the power of the 

mind.15  Most notably:  the Genesee and Finger Lakes region saw the founding of the “New 

Jerusalem” community in 1789 at Keuka Lake and from 1798 onwards was the location of 

regularly-held revivalist “camp meetings”; in 1830 The Book of Mormon was published in 

Palmyra outside of Rochester, inaugurating the Mormon religion; and in 1848 modern American 

Spiritualism was born in Hydesville, New York, near Rochester, at the home of the Fox Sisters 

who were believed to be able to communicate with spirits of the dead.16  By this time, Americans 

were receptive to the possibility of communicating with the spirit world due to the interest in 

Mesmerism during the 1830’s and Swedenborgianism in the 1840’s,17 which opened the way for 

Spiritualism to be commonly accepted by many Americans.18   

 This series of events enabled the American public to correlate science and religion, 

because out of American Spiritualism came the science of psychic investigations, which relied 

on the empirical scientific evidence of psychic phenomena to prove the existence, or non-

existence, of a noumenal spirit world.19  This socio-scientific condition was overlaid with 

influences of Eastern spiritual traditions that filtered into American culture during the latter-half 

of the 19th century through the philosophical Hinduism of American Transcendentalist writers 
 

15 As found in “The New Spiritual America Emerging,” Current Literature 46 (February 1909):  180-182, which is an 
anonymous review of an article that was written by the journalist Michael Williams who had previously defined the 
“New America” in Van Norden’s Magazine.  In his critique of Williams, the author wrote:  “His “New America” is 
nothing else than that mystical and spiritual America which centers predominantly about the recognition of new and 
hitherto unrecognized powers of Mind.” 
16 Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment (Albany:  State University of New York Press, 1994), 187 and 
his personal notes on “100 Years of Phenomena” in New York. 
17 For example, in 1854 the noted Chicago architect Daniel Burnham went to a Swedenborgian academy when he 
was eight years old.  Later as an adult, he and his partner John Wellborn Root would discuss Swedenborgian notions 
such as theories of correspondences in form, color, and light and shade.  Donald Hoffmann, The Architecture of John 
Wellborn Root (Baltimore:  The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973):  13. 
18 By 1855, probably one million out of twenty-eight million Americans gave credibility to this type of psychic 
phenomenon.  As found in Ernest Isaacs, “The Fox Sisters and American Spiritualism,” The Occult in America, edited 
by Howard Kerr and Charles L. Crow, (Chicago:  University of Illinois Press, 1983), 95. 
19 For example:  the Society for Psychical Research was founded in London in 1882; out of psychical research came 
the field of parapsychology, inaugurated by Joseph B. and Louisa Rhine at Duke University in 1927 and supported by 
benefactors such as Chester Carlson (of Xerox corporation founded in Rochester), which survives today as the Rhine 
Research Center in Durham, NC. 
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such as Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman, and translations into English of German philosophical 

works by authors such as Schlegel and Schopenhauer that relied heavily on Eastern spiritual 

sources.20  While Bragdon was living in Rochester, religious beliefs that today would be 

considered to be alternative21 or on the fringes of acceptability fit naturally within its cultural 

climate of “enthusiastic religions.”22

 Bragdon’s family settled in Rochester in 1884 from Oswego after having lived in various 

upstate New York cities, moving eight times in twenty-two years.  Bragdon was born in Oberlin, 

Ohio on August 1, 1866 and came from a highly educated family.  His mother, Katherine Elmina 

Shipherd (1837-1920) was the daughter of Fayette Shipherd, a Congregational minister, and the 

niece of John Jay Shipherd, one of the founders of Oberlin College.  Prior to her marriage, she 

taught at Pulaski Seminary; afterwards she edited a column in a children’s magazine.  Bragdon’s 

Theosophist father, George Chandler Bragdon (1832-1910), attended college, taught school and 

later became a newspaper editor for a succession of newspapers in upstate New York prior to 

working for the Rochester Post Express and the Rochester Union and Advertiser.  Bragdon 

himself did not go to college, but apprenticed with various architects in Rochester, New York 

City, and Buffalo after graduating from high school in Oswego as class valedictorian in 1884 and 

before opening his first practice in 1891.  Due to his natural ability at mathematics and drawing, 

 
20 Robert S. Ellwood, editor, Eastern Spirituality in America:  Selected Writings.  (New York:  Paulist Press, 1987).  
21 For example, a good friend of Bragdon’s, Elbert Hubbard, founded the Roycrofters in East Aurora in 1895.  Inspired 
by Hubbard’s travels in Europe where he met William Morris, this handicraft Rosicrucian community reached a peak 
of 500 Roycrofters (craftsmen who worked for Hubbard) in 1910.  Hubbard and his wife were on the Lusitania, which 
went down in 1915; however, this community to the east of Buffalo still survives.  Prior to founding Roycroft, Elbert 
Hubbard had been partners with John Larkin to whom he had sold his interests to retire as a millionaire in East 
Aurora in 1892.  Larkin would later hire Frank Lloyd Wright to design his headquarters building in Buffalo, the J.D. 
Larkin building of 1904.  This information was found on the “Webpage of the Roycrofters” (www.roycrofter.com); in 
D.77 Roycroft Hubbard Papers, 1887-1965, University of Rochester Rare Books and Special Collections; and from 
conversations with Carolyn Swanton and the Director of the Gustav Stickley Museum, Tommy McPherson.  
22 Whitney R. Cross, The Burned Over District:  The Social and Intellectual History of Enthusiastic Religion in 
Western New York (New York:  Harper and Row, 1965). 

 

http://www.roycrofter.com/
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he became a cult figure in his own time, known as “The Upstate Leonardo.”23  While he was 

living at home, Bragdon avidly made use of his father’s library, which had an extensive 

collection of books representative of the emerging spiritual America, including works on the 

occult, hermetic philosophy and Theosophy, as well as American Transcendentalism, religion 

and Eastern spirituality.24

 The rising American interest in the spiritual and the scientific prepared the way for the 

popularization of socio-religious groups such as the Theosophical Society, whose founder, 

Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, had immigrated to America in 1873 due to its being recognized as 

the birthplace of Spiritualism.25  The Society was officially inaugurated in 1875 in New York 

shortly after Blavatsky had sought out her counterpart Henry Steele Olcott.  The first met in 

Chittenham, Vermont in October of the previous year at the home of the Eddy brothers who were 

known for their spiritualist manifestations.  Olcott became the first president of the Theosophical 

Society and Blavatsky its corresponding secretary.   

 Blavatsky endeavored to replace American Spiritualism and its preoccupation with the 

survival of bodily death, or spirits of the dead, with the “Eastern Spiritual Science” of Theosophy 

and the “Ancient Wisdom”26 of the “Mahatmas” that formed its basis.  Blavatsky claimed that 

 
23 Brief biographies of Bragdon are on the University of Rochester Department of Rare Books and Special Collections 
website at www.lib.rochester.edu/rbk/BRAGDOND.HTM and www.lib.rochester.edu/rbk/BRAGDONX.HTM.  Also see 
Bragdon’s autobiography MLO and Elizabeth Brayer, “Frozen Music:  GE and his Architects,” George Eastman, 
(Baltimore:  Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 296-319. 
24 The following partial listing of George Bragdon’s books was taken from his notes of “phrases of occult and 
theosophic doctrine, from various sources, and other passages relating thereto”:  Blavatsky, Swedenborg, Franz 
Hartmann, Schopenhauer, A. P. Sinnett, Annie Besant, Edwin Arnold, Renan, Anna Kingsford, Dante, George Eliot, 
Shakespeare, Mohini (law of karma), Herbert Spencer, du Maurier, Balzac, Paracelsus, and Iamblichus.  As found in 
BFP D.255. Box 10, Folder 4. 
25 “I am here in this country [America] sent by my Lodge, on behalf of Truth in modern Spiritualism, and it is my most 
sacred duty to unveil what is, and expose what is not.” Letter dated 16 February 1875, quoted in H. P. Blavatsky 
Collected Writings volume I, lv, as found in Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, 282. 
26 The Theosophical meaning of the word “ancient” refers to a metaphysical time without history—a time before 
time—rather than a specific historical time period.  This is the sense in which Bragdon used the word.  When not 
used in the Theosophical sense, the word “ancient” in this dissertation refers to the eras preceding the fall of the 

 

http://www.lib.rochester.edu/rbk/BRAGDOND.HTM
http://www.lib.rochester.edu/rbk/BRAGDONX.HTM


SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Introduction 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture 
  
Eugenia Victoria Ellis  page 9 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                                          

this Ancient Wisdom had been revealed to her by these “Masters” who were living spirits from 

beyond the “Thibetan” frontier.  The “astral body” of one of the Mahatmas purportedly would 

appear to Blavatsky periodically to disclose aspects of the forgotten wisdom of all religions 

throughout the ages.  The Theosophical Society suffered a temporary setback in 1886 when 

Blavatsky was exposed as an imposter and her Mahatmas as a fiction in a report put out by the 

London Society for Psychical Research.  The Theosophical Society slowly began to recover from 

this controversy while Blavatsky spent the next three years writing her magnum opus The Secret 

Doctrine.  Soon after the book’s completion she met Annie Besant, and the two became 

inseparable until Blavasky’s death in 1891.27  Yet another controversy would shake up the 

Theosophical Society when one of its key members, the clairvoyant Charles W. Leadbeater, was 

accused of indiscretions with young boys in 1906 and sent to Australia never to return again to 

America.  Olcott maintained presidency of the Theosophical Society until his death in 1907, after 

which Annie Besant succeeded him.28

 Together, Besant and Leadbeater would control the parent branch of the Society in 

Adyar, India until 1933.  In the years shortly before WWI, Besant and Leadbeater had adopted a 

young Brahmin boy Jiddu Krishnamurti with the intent to train him to become a living Mahatma 

himself.  Their hope was that Krishnamurti would assume the role of “World Teacher.”  Over the 

next twenty years he would amass quite a following; however, by 1929 when the time came for 

him to take on this position, he renounced everything, all gods, religions, scriptures, etc., and 

returned all material possessions given to him in anticipation of his leadership.  While the 

 
Roman Empire in the West at the end of the 4th century AD and the fall of the Han Dynasty in the East in the 3rd 
century AD. 
27 This synopsis of the history of the Theosophical Society was taken from Claude Bragdon, Episodes from an 
Unwritten History (Rochester:  The Manas Press, 1910). 
28 Joy Mills, 100 Years of Theosophy (Wheaton, IL:  The Theosophical Publishing House, 1987). 
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Society may have survived Blavatsky’s exposure as charlatan by the S.P.R. and Leadbeater’s 

indiscreet behavior; it never quite recovered from Krishnamurti’s rejection.29

 The Theosophical belief system was codified under the rubric of the Ancient Wisdom—

divine knowledge conjoining science with religion.  This was in keeping with a contemporary 

polemic that equated religion (belief based on faith) with science (knowledge based on empirical 

data of physical phenomena), which would later become manifest at the World’s Parliament of 

Religions that was held during the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago.30  Later in 

Rochester, Bragdon helped found the Genesee Lodge of the Theosophical Society, of which he 

was elected president.  By 1914, Bragdon was lecturing widely in this capacity on diverse topics 

such as science, religion, the fourth dimension, color music, city planning, and the effects of 

WWI.   

 The growth of the American Theosophical Society reflected a culture interested in the 

occult at the beginning of an age of scientific relativity, a moment when new scientific 

discoveries based on higher-dimensional mathematical ruminations seemed to challenge 

prevailing relationships between humankind and the cosmos.  Paralleling this scientific search 

was the conquest of the world on earth, which brought back to the West exotic information about 

India and the Far East, stimulating translations of ancient Eastern scriptures and knowledge of 

Eastern architectures.  Scientific relativity and Eastern spirituality are two cultural constructs that 

altered the material perception of time and space to affect the American imagination and 

influence American architectural production.  
 

29 Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, 366-367. 
30 Paul Carus heralded this event as “The Dawn of a New Religious Era,” in Forum 16 (November 1893):  388-395, 
where he equated science and religion:  “Religion must be in perfect accord with science;…  Science is divine and 
the truth of science is a revelation of God.  Through science God speaks to us; by science he shows us the glory of 
his works; and in science he teaches us his will.”  Religious leaders from the East and the West were brought 
together for the first time in a public forum at this event, which was additionally a technological and scientific 
masterpiece that would affect American architecture, technological production and urban planning in the future. 
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 For example, the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition held in Chicago was a virtual 

reality materialized as a fantastic wonderland that transported its visitors to another place and 

time.  The Fair was known by some as “The Magic City” because it conjured visions of exotic 

adventures that seemed to come directly from the Arabian Nights.31  The body of the Fair was 

entered through a gateway that focused the spectator’s attention toward a peristyle hall that 

framed views to the expansive Lake Michigan with its infinite shore-less beyond.  This first 

sequence of spaces was known as the “Court of Honor” and gave the impression of an antique 

Roman forum.  The original intent was to color these buildings; however, in the interest of 

expediency, the Fair’s chief architect, Daniel Burnham, decided to have all exteriors painted 

white.  The blinding, reflected sunlight from the buildings and surrounding water caused the Fair 

to become known as “The White City.”32

 This proto-urban space was a multi-layered, multi-dimensional reality that unfolded 

through vistas to direct the participant through the Fair and focal points to re-orient visitors as 

they moved into new worlds.  To the north and woven into the City’s fabric was the Midway 

Plaisance.  Here, in moving from one architectural exhibit to another, the spectator was virtually 

transported to an exotic place from the near or far East that was inhabited by representatives of 

its native people.  It was only fitting that the first World’s Parliament of Religions would be held 

near the Exposition’s closing in an act of unity to actively bring people together to listen to the 

philosophical viewpoints of the world’s Eastern and Western spiritual traditions.   

 The central portion of the Fair was where the American States and various other national 

interests were showcased, which was where Louis Sullivan’s Transportation building was 

 
31 J.W. Buel, The Magic City:  A Massive Portfolio of Original Photographic Views of the Great World’s Fair, Historical 
Fine Art Series 1-7 (St. Louis/Philadelphia:  Historical Pub. Co., Jan. 15-Feb. 26, 1894).  
32 Bragdon wrote home to his family:  “Blue glasses are a necessity.  The glare on the white buildings and the water is 
blinding.”  BFP, Box 6, April 13, 1893.  
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constructed.  Consistent with its location between the worlds of the West and the East, the 

Transportation building itself was a conflation of Eastern and Western architectural traditions.  

The structure of the building was in the form of a Roman basilica.  Its cornice line may have 

been Italianate, but its spectacular entry portico was modeled after the Jain and Muslim 

influences on Indian architecture Sullivan saw in James Fergusson’s 1876 publication History of 

Indian and Eastern Architecture.33

 Although Sullivan must have been flattered by the interest the French Commissioners 

paid to the ornament of his Auditorium and Transportation buildings, it is most probably 

precisely for this reason that the “First American Modernist”34 later extricated himself from 

possibly being aligned with the French Art Nouveau movement soon after the 1893 World’s 

Columbian Exposition.35  His ornament may have been derived from natural forms; however, 

Sullivan was very clear in his later work, A System of Architectural Ornament According with a 

Philosophy of Man's Powers (1924), that “the powers of man’s imaginative Will” superseded 

nature.  According to Sullivan’s rational-minded thinking, the Will had the ability to merge the 

inorganic with the organic into one integral phenomenon, which he defined as being within the 

 
33 James Fergusson’s volumes in Sullivan’s library were dated 1874-6, but were probably reprinted from his earlier 
editions where this author found the images that most likely inspired Sullivan.  The inventory of Sullivan’s library is 
published as Appendix 2 in David S. Andrew, Louis Sullivan and the Polemics of Modern Architecture, (Chicago:  
University of Illinois Press, 1985). 
34 Claude Bragdon, AL, 85. 
35 “When it is remembered that Mr. Sullivan’s buildings in Chicago and at the Columbian Exposition, aroused the 
interest of the French Commissioners of the Museum of Decorative Art to such an extent that they secured drawings, 
photographs, and casts of his ornament for their museum in Paris,…” as found in Claude Bragdon, “L’Art Nouveau 
and American Architecture,” Articraft 1/1 (December 1903):  33.  Sullivan had delivered a prose-poem entitled “Essay 
on Inspiration” to the Third Annual Convention of the Western Association of Architects, which was first published in 
the December 1886 issue of Inland Architect.  This article was later translated into French as “Étude sur l’Inspiration,” 
which was hand-written by Sullivan and dated 1893, and can be found in the Sullivania Collection in the Ryerson & 
Burnham Archives at The Art Institute of Chicago Libraries.  According to Lauren Weingarden, in “Louis H. Sullivan:  
Investigation of a Second French Connection,” Society of Architectural Historians 39/4 (Dec 1980):  297-303, this was 
an extensive revision of the earlier article intended to clarify his philosophy that ornament could beautify construction 
and cause building masses to transcend their materialistic conditions and communicate spiritual ideas.  Sullivan’s 
relationship with the Union centrale des Arts Decoratifs continued until 1895.  Curiously, Sullivan never followed 
through with this opportunity to promote his work in Europe.  I suspect that in becoming more familiar with the French 
Art Nouveau movement’s more literal application of natural forms, Sullivan became less interested in being 
associated with them.  
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mystic domain of parallelism:  “…for within it Art, Science and Philosophy fuse as it were into a 

single vital impulse.”36  This impulse had to do with his system of ornament which morphed 

inorganic elemental geometry with organic botanical forms.   

 Sullivan transcended the literal reproduction of nature with his doctrine of parallelism 

and his amalgam of the functional with the organic.  For this reason, his polychromatic 

Transportation building was considered by Montgomery Schuyler, in his article “Last Words 

About the World’s Fair,” to be the most true to form of all the exposition buildings:  “In the 

Transportation building alone has it been undertaken architecturally to treat the material of which 

all the buildings are composed.”37  The buildings at this exposition were intended to be illusory 

temporary structures constructed of “staff,” which is a type of plaster reinforced with hemp 

fibers.  Due to the speed with which decisions had to be made regarding the Fair’s design and 

construction, it had been determined by Burnham in consensus with all the exposition’s 

architects that the architectural vocabulary of the major buildings in the “Court of Honor” would 

be a Beaux-Arts style of rational classicism.  Every building but Sullivan’s was, in Schuyler’s 

words, “a simulacrum of a building in masonry.”   

 Sullivan’s project was the only building at the Fair that could be described as being 

organic in that its functional architectural vocabulary was true in form to the materials of its 

construction.  Sullivan was the only architect to acknowledge this surfacing material by 

decorating the exterior of his building with paint as one might the interior where plaster is 

characteristically used as a building material.38  The distinguishing feature of Sullivan’s 

 
36 Louis H. Sullivan, A System of Architectural Ornament, forward by  John Zukowsky and Susan Glover Godlewski, 
essay by Lauren S. Weingarden (New York:  Rizzoli, 1990), 137. 
37 Montgomery Schuyler, “Last Words About the World's Fair,” Architectural Record 3 (Jan-Mar 1894):  295. 
38 Although praised by Schuyler with respect to its form being true to its materials, according to that author the 
polychromy was not successful:  “One cannot fail to respect the courage and sincerity with which the architects of the 
Transportation building tackled their task…  But at any rate they determined to enliven the expanse only with color, 
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functional building was its “Golden Doorway” of cast ornament, which Schuyler described as 

being “unmistakably moulded ornament, neither imitative of nor imitable by the work of the 

chisel.”39  The Transportation building was a proto-modern transitional project that was 

functional and organic, both modern and ornamented.  The proto-modern 19th-century organic-

functional40 aesthetic that regarded the appearance of architecture to be a result of a 

technological act of creation was clearly stated by Schuyler in his concluding words about the 

Fair:   

“For the art of architecture is not to produce illusions or imitations, but realities, 
organisms like those of nature.  It is in the “naked and open daylight” that our 
architects must work, and they can only be diverted from their task of production 
by reproduction.”41

 

 Consistent with Schuyler’s comments, Bragdon’s intent was to produce architectural 

“realities” that were “organisms like those in nature.”  In his book The Beautiful Necessity 

(1910), Bragdon laid out the founding principles of his architectural theory based on the neo-

Pythagorean belief that Number held the secret of the universe.  Bragdon’s rules were regulated 

by his discovery of numeric principles that were common to those in Nature, the human body, 

geometry, and harmonic relationships.  An important distinction to note is that his architectural 

theory was based on First Principles,42 which assure quality design by providing guidelines that 

 
and the color treatment was not successful.”  Later in life Bragdon would champion Sullivan by writing articles about 
him and promoting the publication of Sullivan’s books Kindergarten Chats and An Autobiography of an Idea.  
However, prior to becoming familiar with Sullivan’s architecture he had attended the fair soon after it opened and 
wrote to his sister May and his mother:  “The Transportation Building is terrible—like a cheap oilcloth in vile colors.”  
BFP, April 7, 1893. 
39 Montgomery Schuyler, “Last Words About the World's Fair,” 296. 
40 Donald Hoffman discusses the “organic-functional theory” in his introduction to The Meanings of Architecture:  
Buildlings and Writings by John Wellborn Root (New York:  Horizon Press, 1967), 13-14. 
41 Montgomery Schuyler, “Last Words About the World's Fair,” 301. 
42 According to Michael Williams as quoted in “The New Spiritual America Emerging” (see footnote 14), Bragdon’s 
mystical outlook was in keeping with the “New America”:  “Accepting, then, this direct knowledge of the Creative 
Principle, or First Cause of all things, I do not think that we go wrong when we say that mysticism is the right name for 
the great manifestation of religious and altruistic activity so pronounced in the United States here and now.” 
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can be used to regulate works of architecture in accordance with cosmological laws, and not on 

formulas derived from the data of scientific phenomena.  Albeit, both have to do with 

mathematics; however, the scientific method is based on data, or number as in counting used to 

determine probabilities, in contrast to Bragdon’s theory, which was based on cosmology, or 

Number as in First Principles used to guarantee correspondences.  The scientific method 

produces quantitative formulas; whereas, First Principles produce qualitative procedures.  For 

Bragdon, the human figure embodied Nature’s First Principles of geometry and harmonic 

proportions and should be used to guide architectural works.  In this author’s opinion, 

cognizance of the relationship between the body and the building is especially significant today, 

because architecture is a discipline that has been affected by Western science, which in 

rationalizing the effects of phenomena into formulas, has taken the body out of architecture.  

Bragdon used his theoretical doctrine to regulate the design of his projects, with the ultimate goal 

of conferring cosmogonic unity on the whole of his work.  By basing his designs on the First 

Principles common to the body and the cosmos, Bragdon’s architecture was body-centered, an 

aspect of design commonly forgotten in the form-conscious world of modernity. 

 A reappraisal of Bragdon’s architectural theory in the context of 21st century architectural 

discourse is critical at a moment when architects are designing virtual places and imaginary 

spaces for the constructed world, all too often without reference to the human body or the 

physical environment.  Bragdon’s argument was against materialism and the rational-scientific 

point of view.  As such, his thinking anticipated a critique of current uses of computer 

technology.  By situating his work and career in the context of the architecture culture of early 

20th century America, Squaring the Circle recontextualizes the relationship between 

functionalism and organicism.  Without question, Bragdon was an architect representative of 
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modernity in American architecture who was concerned with the effects of machine production 

on the handicraft industry and who was interested in developing appropriate architectural forms 

in response to new materials and methods of construction.43  Within this milieu, Bragdon’s 

theory recast the functionalist dictum “form follows function”44 in the light of organicism.  But 

unlike his near contemporaries Louis Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright, he understood 

organicism as based on the higher-dimensional, divine principles of Nature.  By interpreting 

Bragdon’s definitions, a critical distinction between functionalism and organicism can be made:  

functionalism is founded on the scientific point of view, which looks to the material world of 

phenomena to determine the probability of effects; whereas by being founded on Number, 

organic architecture is based on the higher-dimensional divine principles of Nature to guarantee 

results.  The higher dimensional world was, for Bragdon, the noumenal or the invisible aspect of 

visible phenomena.  A study of Bragdon’s work today refocuses the architectural attention back 

to the body, geometry and the making of space oriented toward the cardinal directions, which 

when intimately connected are an assurance of quality architecture.  This has implications for 

contemporary architectural practices that have become “re-oriented” toward the body and the 

environment by considering factors such as anthropometrics and energy-conscious design.   

 The Beautiful Necessity sets the direction for the creative imagination by showing readers 

how to divine the constructed world.  Bragdon’s divination was based on squaring the circle 

 
43 This philosophical concern was discussed by Bragdon in “The Sleeping Beauty,” The Craftsman 4/5 (August 1903): 
338-347 and “The Gothic Spirit,” Christian Art 2/4 (January 1908): 165-172. 
44 The first American discussion of the relationship between form and function in architecture has been credited to the 
American sculptor Horatio Greenough whose critical mid-1800’s article “Aesthetics at Washington” identified the need 
for the monumental character of a building to reference its site and “the external expression of the inward functions of 
the building.”  Greenough wrote a number of articles that emphasized the relationship between form, function and 
aesthetics; for example, his article “Relative and Independent Beauty” defined “Beauty as the promise of Function; 
Action as the presence of Function; Character as the record of Function.”  See Horatio Greenough, Form and 
Function:  Remarks on Art (Berkeley and Los Angeles:  University of California Press, 1947 (1850's)).  The modern 
aphorism “form follows function” was first coined by Louis H. Sullivan using these specific words in his 1896 article, 
“The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered.”  See also footnote 75 in “In the Gothic Spirit.” 
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using the regulating lines of cosmological laws.  Squaring the Circle is about the translation of 

architectural theory into design practice.  This dissertation demonstrates the means Bragdon used 

to ensure unity in his architecture by revealing the invisible aspects of his architectural theory in 

the material manifestation of his buildings, drawings and speculative works.   

 The dissertation is organized in three parts:   

 Part I, “In the Gothic Spirit” contextualizes Bragdon’s theories within late-19th and early-

20th century debates on organicism and functionalism.  In contrast to copying natural 

phenomena, Bragdon understood organic as signifying the invisible aspects of Nature that 

regulate the constructed world.  Bragdon’s viewpoint seems to have come out of a search, 

characteristic of 19th century scientific reasoning, for a geometric unifying principle common to 

nature and the built world.  His notion of organic architecture was interchangeable with his 

definition of Gothic architecture, which he regarded as derived from a constructive necessity that 

responded to the forces of nature in such a way that its form followed functional requirements.  

Bragdon’s Gothic functionalism was later overlaid with Theosophy to produce the mystical 

architectural theory he set out in The Beautiful Necessity.  According to Bragdon, the human 

figure demonstrated all the aspects of Number in nature.  Part I of this dissertation traces the 

development of Bragdon’s theory and introduces the reader to the principles he laid out in The 

Beautiful Necessity in the chapters “The Bodily Temple” and “Latent Geometry,” and it 

demonstrates their application in Bragdon’s design of the First Universalist Church in Rochester.   

 Part II, “When Time Stands Still” considers the larger scientific and spiritual background 

affecting Bragdon’s worldview by going in depth into his synthesis of science and mysticism.  At 

the time of his death Bragdon was working on a manuscript entitled The Veil of Māyā, which 

was organized according to quotations from the Upanişads he had collected over a lifetime.  
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Within the context of this Eastern spiritual philosophy, Bragdon’s unfinished book explored 

concepts of space, time and eternity that had been challenged by late-19th century investigations 

into higher-dimensional geometries and early-20th century theories of relativity.  In tracing the 

development of Bragdon’s Higher Space Theory, Part II looks at the effects of technology and 

Eastern spirituality on 20th century perceptions of time and space as a way of gaining insight into 

the mechanism of the architectural imagination.  

 Part III, “Projects,” further elaborates Bragdon’s Theosophic architectural theory as 

revealed in his work.  Bragdon’s constructed projects are testimonials to the effectiveness of 

divination in architectural design, which influences the invisible qualities of buildings that are 

felt rather than seen.  “A Simple Dwelling” explicates the principles defined by Bragdon in his 

chapters entitled “Unity and Polarity” and “Changeless Change.”  Characteristic of his time, 

Bragdon was largely a self-taught architect.  His architectural education is discussed in the 

chapter “Minor Italian Palaces,” which illustrates Bragdon’s “Arithmetic of Beauty.”  In 

“Harmonic Proportions of Color,” Part III analyzes his effort to reconcile the proportions of 

color and music and integrate them into a theory applicable to architectural design.  The projects 

discussed in this section represent the few examples of his use of colored terra cotta 

ornamentation.  Bragdon was unable to fully develop a theory that could provide principles for 

the use of color in architecture for The Beautiful Necessity.  However, he did arrive at a set of 

rules for the harmonic proportions of architecture and used them to regulate the projects 

discussed in the chapter “Frozen Music.”  Finally, the works discussed in “Color Music” were 

his most speculative.  They demonstrate the continuity in his thought from his early 

investigations into the harmonic proportions of color to his last mathematical abstractions, which 

were meant to be “frame-stills” of color symphonies that, like the yantra, arrest the movement of 
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sound and light.  “Color Music” is where the discussion on Bragdon’s projective ornament falls, 

because by being derived straight from mathematics it is most directly connected to the divine 

and the imaginary. 

 In his oscillating dialogue between theory and practice, Bragdon was concerned with the 

virtual and implied connections between the sacred and the profane, the divine and the earthly.  

The Conclusion posits the need for divination in architecture because the cosmologically divine 

refers back to the body, which is all too often forgotten in our form-conscious modern world of 

appearances that overlooks experiential spatial qualities in favor of formal relationships.  

Discussed is a re-thinking of form and function to re-image future architecture in the light of 

divine principles. 

 The research presented in the Appendix provides the background for understanding the 

historical development and transmission of magic squares, and demonstrates how magic squares 

have been related to architecture and the creative imagination over several millennia. 

 



 

Part I:  In the Gothic Spirit 
 

° Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architectural Theory 
° Magic Squares and the Cardinal Directions:  Divining the Constructed World 
° Body Building:  The Occult Anatomy of the First Universalist Church 

 

Figure 2.  Claude Bragdon, 
“Sinbad protects himself by 
means of regulating lines,” 
The Frozen Fountain, 1932  

 
 
Sinbad kneels on the earth with stick in hand inscribing the ground around him with a ten-

pointed interlaced45 figure of continuity within a circle as regulating lines for his protection 

(figure 2).46  Sinbad’s regulating lines are related to the fundamental “Gothic Master Diagram,” 

which was placed with respect to the “circle of orientation”47 and from which all standard plans 

of Gothic churches were derived.  According to Masonic tradition, this key diagram was 

transmitted from master mason to initiate as part of the practical secrets of the stone mason’s 

craft handed down from father to apprentice since Republican Rome.48  It was forbidden to 

                                                      
45 Interlacing suggests unity, polarity and eternity, which is discussed in depth in the 1910 Bevier Memorial Building in 
“Minor Italian Palaces.” 
46 This illustration is from Claude Bragdon, FF, 1932. 
47 Matila Ghyka, Le Nombre d’Or, Tome I:  Les Rythmes (France:  Gallimard, 1931) pp. 65-66.  Bragdon was familiar 
with this edition, which he references in the introduction to FF.  See also Ghyka’s The Geometry of Art and Life (New 
York:  Dover Publications, 1977) p. 142.  The construction of the circle of orientation was a procedure in agreement 
with religious importance that was used in the orientation of temples by the ancient Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans.  
Although not mentioned by Ghyka, the encircled crossing was a guarantee of the temple’s alignment with the cardinal 
directions and was used prior to the discovery of the magnetic compass.  The temple would then be oriented and 
aligned with respect to the sun, not magnetic north.  This procedure was also used, and still is today, in the 
construction of Hindu and Buddhist temples, among others, in India.  See also Victor Magnien, Les Mystères 
d’Éleusis:  leurs origins le ritual del leurs intiations (Paris:  Payot, 1929), in particular chapter 8, “Initiation Holoclère,” 
pp. 164-183. 
48 Matila Ghyka, “The Transmission of Geometrical Symbols and Plans,” The Geometry of Art and Life, 111-123. 
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demonstrate this figure’s construction to others, because hidden within is the geometric secret of 

creation and the basis of the laws of Nature, growth and change:  the “divine proportion.”  The 

Gothic tradition embodied within Sinbad’s regulating lines became the foundation for an early 

20th-century focus on the “organic” that looked to Nature for inspiration; however, not in the 

sense of copying the appearance of Nature, but as a mimetic procedure that relied on Nature’s 

fundamental First Principles. 

 Like the belief system of Theosophy he came to accept, Bragdon’s architectural theory 

was a conflation of Gothic mysticism with Eastern Spirituality.  His Theosophic architectural 

theory governed the invisible aspects of his architecture, similar to the invisible presence of the 

divine proportion in Nature.  A study of Bragdon’s work is important because it brings to light 

aspects of American culture previously hidden from view.  The following investigates sources 

for the foundations of Bragdon’s Gothic mystical viewpoint within the context of late-19th and 

early-20th century architectural discourse in order to (re)position the roots of functionalist 

American architecture and the origins of modernity. 

Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architectural Theory 
 
If it be true that the soul of the world is about to animate the materialism of modern life it will 
create for itself a new language of power and beauty, and architecture will again become a 
living art, for architecture deals in visible symbols, and visible symbols form the very language 
of mysticism.49

 Claude Bragdon, “Mysticism and Architecture,” 1901 
 
Bragdon's mystical architectural theory was first publicly presented in May of 1901 in 

Philadelphia at the 3rd annual convention of the Architectural League of America in a lecture 

entitled “Mysticism and Architecture.”  This talk would form the basis of his future architectural 
 

49 Claude Bragdon, “Mysticism and Architecture,” The Interstate Architect and Builder (July 13 and July 20, 1901):  
10-14.  This essay was read in its entirety before the third annual convention of the Architectural League of America, 
Philadelphia, May 24, 1901. 
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writings.  In this essay, he mentioned two things that identify the influences on his architectural 

theory and help to position his work within American architecture culture.  One is the notion of 

architecture as a “living art” and the other the idea that “architecture deals in visible symbols.”  

Both ideas were characteristic of architectural theoreticians that preceded him such as Gottfried 

Semper, Viollet-le-Duc, and Leopold Eidlitz.50  There was a general sentiment among these mid-

nineteenth century architects that architecture was an idea represented in matter that was a 

“living art,” which was not an imitation of Nature but was based on the Laws of Nature 

(including statics, methods of construction, appropriate use of material, and response to the 

forces of nature and/or environmental orientation).  Also, that the living art of architecture 

expressed the prevailing customs and norms, or cultural conditions of a society.51   

 In this talk, Bragdon was proposing an architectural theory by which “architecture will 

again become a living art,”52 with the implication that it was no longer.  Bragdon's mystical 

viewpoint was based on a neo-Pythagorean emphasis on Number, which he believed to have 
 

50 Bragdon would have been familiar with these architects.  John Wellborn Root had translated the writing of Gottfried 
Semper, which was published in the Inland Architect and other journals in the 1880’s.  Bragdon studied the work of 
Viollet-le-Duc, and recorded his notes in his pocket diaries and journals.  Eidlitz was a contemporary of Bragdon’s, his 
senior by 23 years. 
51 For example:  ". . . the works of my art are also based on certain standard forms conditioned by primordial ideas, 
yet which permit an infinite variety of phenomena according to the particular needs that affect them, the exterior 
circumstances that modify them, or a higher conception that refines and transfigures them into symbols. . .  an 
architectural theory of invention . . . that teaches the way of nature and avoids both characterless schematism and 
thoughtless caprice. . .  Once a basic form is established as the simple expression of the idea, it becomes modified 
by the conditions of the site, the time and its customs, the climate, the material permitted in its execution, even the 
idiosyncrasies of the client, and many other circumstances." in Gottfried Semper, The Four Elements of Architecture 
and Other Writings (New York:  Cambridge University Press, 1989) (1834-1869), 170; "Our object should be . . . to 
investigate those periods of history during which art was a living expression of civilization, and during which it had the 
energy to develop new principles;--to recognize those various principles, and to fix the attention of the artist on those 
which are eternally true, applicable, and vital." in Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, Lectures on Architecture Volume 
I (1877) and Volume II (1881) (New York:  Dover Publications, 1987), vol. I, 315; "Natural organisms, animal and 
vegetable, are alive with growth or motion; they visibly express the functions performed by them." (p. 128)  "With 
regard to his work of developing ideas in matter, he must utilize every advance made up to the present time, not in 
the production of completed architectural forms, but in the causes of forms—which are methods of construction, 
material, aesthetic modelling, and decoration. . .  and he will have done his share toward making architecture a living 
art." (pp. 379-381)  "Knowledge of ideas, of emotions, of technical methods which represent them in matter, positive 
and clear knowledge alone, creates a judgment which leads to the development of art forms, which are ideal 
organisms created in imitation of nature, which, in architecture and in music, always means an imitation of nature's 
laws." (p. 400) in Leopold Eidlitz, The Nature and Function of Art, More Especially of Architecture (New York:  Da 
Capo Press, 1977 (London:  Sampson, Low, Marston & Co., 1881)). 
52 Claude Bragdon, "Mysticism and Architecture," 10. 
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contained the secret of the universe and looked to Nature, the human body, geometry and 

harmonic relationships.  He would later call this “living art” of architecture Gothic; however, 

Bragdon's definition of Gothic was not limited to stylistic convention or time period.  In other 

words, he was referring neither to the architecture of the Middle Ages, nor to works that had 

flying buttresses, pointed arches and groined vaulting.  For Bragdon, architecture in the “Gothic 

spirit” might include works from Japan, China, medieval France, and ancient Greece and Egypt.  

For example, in Bragdon's 1908 article “The Gothic Spirit” he describes the Byzantine Hagia 

Sophia as:  “without a Gothic feature or detail is yet a Gothic building, for the reason that it 

consists of a single system of construction (that of the round arch and spherical vault) carried to 

its logical extreme, nowhere hidden, everywhere expressed.”53  He took particular care to 

distinguish his notion of Gothic from Ruskin’s.  According to Bragdon, Ruskin’s idea of Gothic 

promoted a return to the style of the Middle Ages with an architecture of the 13th and 14th 

centuries, which disregarded the architecture of the Renaissance and the present.54  On the other 

hand, by Gothic Bragdon meant embracing the present and new technologies.  He felt that 

architecture should respond to new innovations in materials, methods of construction and 

industrial production—and in that way, form would follow function, and architecture would 

become a “living art” representative of its culture and time.  According to Bragdon, the living art 

of architecture is a visible symbol, or tangible artifact of cultural production.55  Bragdon’s 

lecture “Mysticism and Architecture” formed the basis for a series of six articles he published in 

 
53 Claude Bragdon, "The Gothic Spirit," Christian Art 2/4 (January 1908):  165-172 (168). 
54 “Shall they, following the precepts of Ruskin and the example of William Morris, turn for inspiration to the art works 
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, ignoring the Renascence from Raphael down to the present time?”, p. 344 
as found in Claude Bragdon, “The Sleeping Beauty,” The Craftsman, 4/5 (August 1903):  338-347. 
55 “In attempting to realize in imagination certain splendid civilizations of the past… it is impossible to escape the 
conviction that the thing we call their art… was the very texture of the daily life of the people…  Architecture is no 
longer the living art it once was, because it has failed to develop appropriate and adequate forms of beauty for the 
new materials and methods of construction which have come to be employed.”  Claude Bragdon, “The Sleeping 
Beauty,” 338-339. 
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House and Garden beginning in January of 1902 and would become the founding principles of 

his Theosophic architectural theory. 

 Bragdon dated his conversion to Theosophy to a time in his youth when he discovered 

and became immersed in a book from his father’s library, Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 

Transcendentalist work, Conduct of Life.  Writing retrospectively in his autobiography, Bragdon 

interpreted Emerson’s essays as “largely a distillation of the Ancient Wisdom through the 

consciousness of a New England Brahmin.”56  His interest in Emerson led Bragdon to the 

Theosophical, hermetic and Eastern philosophical books in his father’s library.57  Due to 

Bragdon’s interest in the esoteric, he also read many Eastern spiritual books such as the 

Bhagavad Gita and Max Müller’s Sacred Books of the East, philosophical principles of which he 

would incorporate into his architectural theory.  Bragdon considered his interest in the esoteric 

and spirituality to be just part of “…a rising tide—a tide, if not of spirituality, then of belief in 

and responsiveness to things spiritual…”58

 Bragdon’s early interest in Theosophy was more in the nature of a scholarly 

intellectualism and imaginative curiosity, which did not affect his “conduct of life” or belief 

system until he met C. Jinarajadasa in the spring of 1908 when he became a “believer” in 

Theosophy and an active participant in its Society.59  His wife, Charlotte Coffin Wilkinson, had 

 
56 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 51-52. 
57 His father’s library included books such as H.P. Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled, and other authors of occult and Eastern 
spiritual works.  See footnote 23. 
58 Claude Bragdon, “The Sleeping Beauty,” 343. 
59 The exact initial meeting date is uncertain; however, Bragdon had lunch with Jinarajadasa on May 29, 1908.  
Within the next few months, Bragdon had read C.W. Leadbeater’s The Astral Plane, A.P. Sinnett’s Esoteric 
Buddhism, Annie Besant’s Study in Consciousness, and H.P. Blavatsky’s Secret Doctrine volumes I and II and The 
Sacred Fount.  By the first of the next year Bragdon was working on an illustration of the atom as seen by clairvoyant 
vision for Jinarajadasa.  As found in BFP, A.B81, Box 33, diary 1908-1912.  Jinarajadasa was a member of the British 
Section of the Theosophical Society and was a pupil of C.W. Leadbeater, one of the society’s leaders and visible 
spokesmen.  He was lecturing in Rochester when he met Bragdon.  Bragdon had not previously accepted Theosophy 
as his primary belief system, or the Theosophical Society, partly due to the scandal surrounding its founder, H.P. 
Blavatsky, who had been vilified by the Society for Psychical Research in 1886.  His meeting with Jinarajadasa had 
eased his concerns.  So much so, that by 1910, Bragdon had written Episodes from an Unwritten History to vindicate 
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recently died in childbirth shortly before Christmas, leaving him with two young sons.  This was 

a particularly vulnerable time for Bragdon and undoubtedly he was looking for something to ease 

his mind.  Design on the First Universalist Church had been completed the previous year and the 

building was under construction.  In writing to his brother-in-law Harry Wilkinson:   

“I’m feeling pretty well myself, but my great trouble is to be interested in 
anything under the sun.  My disillusionment and detachment seems to me 
sometimes to be complete.  Just now the decoration for my church claims a good 
deal of attention…  I wish I could write, but ideas and words both refuse to flow.  
Two architectural journals have asked me for articles but I can think of 
nothing.”60

 

 He would write and publish only two articles in 1908.  In 1909 he recast the series of six 

essays he had published in 1902 in House and Garden entitled, “The Beautiful Necessity:  Being 

Essays upon Architectural Esthetics,” as “The Theosophy of Architecture” for the Theosophic 

Messenger, to which he added one more essay as an introduction to the whole, “The Art of 

Architecture from the Standpoint of Theosophy.”  The original order was reorganized to bring 

topics that were more closely related to Theosophy to the forefront.  The articles were shuffled, 

re-ordered, and overlaid with a Theosophical viewpoint that was woven into his existing mystical 

text.  The original sequence had begun with articles that referenced and gave precedence to 

architectural principles Bragdon had discovered in architectural works commonly known to most 

architects at the time, such as Viollet-le-Duc’s Discourses on Architecture (1872), Gwilt’s 

Encyclopedia of Architecture (1842), and the Como edition of Vitruvius (1521).  In the later 

work, Theosophical principles such as unity in polarity, trinity, and the bodily temple, became 

the subjects of the first three chapters after the additional introductory article on architecture and 

 
her good name, which he published by his newly launched Manas Press and purportedly placed next to Gideon’s 
Bible in every hotel room in Rochester (in MLO).  He later founded the Genesee Lodge of the Theosophical Society 
and was elected president.   
60 BFP, letter to Harry Wilkinson dated April 13, 1908. 
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Theosophy.  Originally second in the series, the article on harmonic proportions “Frozen Music” 

became the last chapter of the book.  Coincidentally, these principles of harmonic proportions 

were the last of his architectural theories to become evident in the design process of his 

constructed projects, which will be discussed in more detail in Part III in the chapter on “Frozen 

Music.”   

 The following year Bragdon published these essays with his own publishing company, 

The Manas Press.  He re-titled them The Beautiful Necessity:  Seven Essays on Theosophy and 

Architecture.  In this book, Bragdon made visible to modern readers the invisible aspects of 

architecture previously held within the province of medieval and esoteric traditions.61  Through 

graphic illustrations, this book revealed the “secret of Number” in architectural design.62  The 

Beautiful Necessity was popularly read, was reprinted several times, and in 1918 was translated 

into Japanese, published and used as a text-book in Japan.63  

 Bragdon’s Theosophic architectural theory developed out of his neo-Pythagorean interest 

in Number and belief that number was the foundation of everything in Nature and the universe.  

In his words, “…the clue to all things seemed to be contained in number, which became like a 

language I found myself able to read.”64  Conversely, this natural ability led Bragdon to interpret 

the esoteric works he read and translate them into numerical equivalents, which became part of 

 
61 In the introduction to The Modular II, published in English in 1958, Le Corbusier stated that this was one of the 
intents in writing that book. 
62 According to Bragdon, “Number contains the secret of the universe.  This has been said over and over again.  I 
wonder if I will ever fully know or ever be fully able to show how and why this is so.  I am sure that everything can be 
reduced to numbers but what use is it if you do not know their significances.  I have gone as far as finding certain 
rhythmic laws.  Combinations from which you may look for other combinations.  A masculine and a feminine method 
or series or a major and a minor whatever you choose to call it.  I have found out and could demonstrate in a 
thousand ways the way in which these two series are developed and how from a minute difference opposites result.”  
From BFP A.B81 Box 33, diary dated January 1890. 
63 Letters from S. Komuro of the Aich Technical School, Nagoya, Japan, asking permission to translate and publish 
the book in Japanese (15 June 1918) and thanking Bragdon for his permission (16 March 1919) as found in BFP 
A.B81 Box 1 Folders 17 and 18.  See also MLO, p. 254. 
64 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 282. 
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the symbolic architectural language he used.  In Bragdon’s pocket notebooks, his scholarship 

into the mystical foundations of architectural production can be seen to have begun in depth as 

early as 1889, if not before, through his research into the origins of number and numerology.  

This inquiry was an attempt to discover certain numerical relationships such as correlating 

numbers and letters, looking at the Indian origins of Arabic numerals, and sketching the platonic 

solids.65  For example, his 1889 pocket diary was organized daily according to a type of 

numerology that forecasted auspiciousness based on sequences of numbers having to do with the 

day of the month with respect to its position within the week and all the days of the year.  In 

keeping with Theosophical principles, his home-made system of numerology was mined from 

resources he interpreted from Eastern and Western traditions.  He based his numerology on 

astrological principles and the Cabala to anticipate future outcomes.  For example, writing in 

November 1889: 

Architectural League Competition— 
 
the third the number of competitions 
the third time I have tried for the prize 

 
65 Bragdon kept simultaneous journals.  For example, in the late 1880’s to 1902 he kept pocket journals and diaries 
that were separate from his manuscript notes for “Philosophy of Architecture.”  In his pocket journals he would jot 
down notes as he thought of them.  In his manuscript notes he would work out the ideas that were developing day by 
day by looking at relationships between his ideas and architecture.  He was particularly working out relationships 
between music, color and architecture through number.  In his studies, these three subjects become tightly 
interwoven through their numerical relationships.  The greatest activity can be seen in his pocket diaries of 1889-1890 
when there are twelve pocket journals, with one journal for each of the following years 1891-93.  These are truly 
pocket journals measuring in the range of two by three inches.  In these journals he is also looking at a daily type of 
astrological numerology to determine whether or not he will have an auspicious day.  There are three volumes of 
manuscript notes for the year of 1890 in which he is primarily looking at Schopenhauer’s The World and the Will as 
Idea and is interpreting this philosophy in architectural terms through Viollet-le-Duc’s Discourses on Architecture.  
There are some sketches; however, what is contained in these manuscripts is primarily text with a few sketches.  The 
manuscript notes for the year 1893 primarily consists of sketches through which Bragdon is thinking out the 
philosophical ideas and discovering ways to represent these ideas visually.  The dominant theme is the relationship 
between nature, the human body and architecture through geometry and number.  The manuscript notes and the 
pocket diaries have to be read together to get the full sense of Bragdon’s thoughts.  These manuscript notes will form 
the basis of a series of publications in 1902 in House and Garden entitled, “Beautiful Necessity:  Being Essays upon 
Esthetics.”  Pocket diaries, BFP, A.B81, Box 33:  vol. 4, 1889; vol. 5-8, March-June 1890; vol. 9-13, July-August, 
1890; vol. 14-16, October-November, 1890; vol. 17, 1891; vol. 18, 1892; vol. 19, 1893; vol. 20, 1895; vol. 21, 1902.  
Manuscript notes for “Philosophy of Architecture,” BFP, A.B81, Box 36:  Folder 1, vol. 1, February-March 1891; 
Folder 2, vol. 2, March-May 1891; Folder 3, vol. 3, May-December 1891; Folder 4, 1893. 
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the month of Sagittarius, lord of the thighs 
the thighs according to the Kabbala are in the 
archetypal man the seat o firmness (masc) and splendor (fem) 
 
the number of the plan is 7 
commenced on the seventh day of the month, the 4th of the week—7.4 
finished penciling the 1st sketch the 7th day of the week the 10th day of the 
month—7.10 
 
Comp announced the 7th day of week the 20th of the month66

 
Number and geometry became the vocabulary of Bragdon’s architectural language of 

arrangement for ornament, detail and planning purposes to ensure the alchemical union of form 

and function with respect to prevailing new technologies and the forces of material production.  

Bragdon’s arithmetic of beauty was based on the consonance that could be achieved through 

“unity in duality.” 

 The notion of unity underlies most of the religious philosophies appropriated by 

Theosophy and the search for unity in architecture was the very foundation of Bragdon’s theory, 

which is an architectural cosmology that he based on the hermetic axiom, “As above, so 

below”—the forces of Nature and the cosmos above reflected in the built works on the earth 

below.  Bragdon mentions this saying innumerable times.  Bragdon undoubtedly became aware 

of this concept from his father, which is an abbreviated form of the “One Law” from “hermetic 

philosophy”:  “So is the outer, so is the inner; as is the small, so is the great; there is but one law; 

and he that worketh is One.  Nothing is small, nothing is great in the divine economy.”67  With 

this in mind, Bragdon would work out different series of lists in his notebooks by identifying 

masculine and feminine attributes to things found in nature, such as: 

 
66 BFP, A.B81, Box 33, volume 4, November 1889.  Although in MLO p. 282 he claims to have “…never heard of 
numerology, or of the Pythagorean philosophy…” as a child. 
67 This quotation was found in Bragdon’s father’s file of quotations from various sources his father identified as:  
“Phrases of occult and theosophic doctrine, from various sources, and other passages relating thereto.”  BFP D.255, 
Box 10, Folder 4 dated March 1897. 
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cold masc, heat fem 
cold makes crystals lines, heat makes liquids curves 
circle is masc, the circumference being a fixed distance from the center, 1 
an ellipse is feminine, 2 are its foci, and the distance from either to the periphery 
 varies constantly 
odd numbers are masculine, even numbers are feminine 
right is masculine, left is feminine 
the right the active hand, the left the passive 
the heart is on the left side 
in astrology the right eye represents the sun, the left eye the moon; to the former 
 was assigned Sagittarius, the archer, to the latter Gemini, 1 and 2 again 
sight is active, hearing is passive 
the eyes move, the ear is fixed 
motion is masculine, rest is feminine 
and so on without end.68

 
It is evident from this series of relationships that unity for Bragdon was achieved through the 

balance of opposites:  the masculine with the feminine, odd numbers with even numbers, and 

opposite poles equilibrate.  This is the principle at work in the Chinese Tao, which keeps the 

forces of Nature in equilibrium.  In The Beautiful Necessity Bragdon described this principle as 

polarity, the term and meaning of which most probably came to Bragdon through Rosicrucian 

sources.69    

 In medieval and Renaissance alchemy, unity was achieved through the addition of actives 

to passives, with the goal of the transmutation of base materials into gold.  Following this line of 

reasoning, for architecture to be alchemical it would need to be conjured from building materials 

 
68 BFP A.B81, Box 36 notebook dated February 9, 1891. 
69 “Energy is diffused in the creatures below man; but in his nature it is combining, in process of attraction to a center, 
destined to a perfect unity and a perpetual radiation…  In creation the first division of Divine Unity was in the 
development of polarity, the division of ONE into TWO, Male and Female—the antagonisms of spirit becoming 
generative.”  As found in F.B. Dowd, “Polarity,” in Regeneration:  Being Part II of the Temple of the Rosy Cross 
(Salem, MA:  The Eulian Publishing Company, 1900).  Curiously related to entropy as defined by the second law of 
thermodynamics are Bragdon’s words:  “The secret of all life is alternate attraction and repulsion.  Nature is never in 
equilibrium but ever striving to attain it.  Equilibrium would be death… the end and aim of every organism is to attain 
polarity and the degree of perfection of the organism is the degree of polarity.  The adept is a polarized man…  
Motion around a point must assume one of two forms either (diagram in notebook of two concentric circles about a 
point) or (diagram of two continuous circular forms not balanced about the central point).  The first is the production of 
one set of numbers and the feminine.  The other of another set and the masculine.” As found in BFP, A.B81, Box 33 
December 1889. 
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together with prevailing technologies to transform matter into living art, the equivalent of gold in 

building.  To Bragdon, unity could also be found in trinity, achieved by the balance of masculine 

and feminine opposites, together equaling one whole “divine androgyne” (figure 7).  Bragdon 

developed this androgynous figure from the magic square of four because all numbers are 

balanced diagonally with respect to the center—an odd number is opposite an even number; 

when summed the two equal the magic number of the square.  The shorthand diagram for the 

magic of this square is an encircled crossing, which is the marriage of straight (masculine) and 

curved (feminine) lines.  This androgynous figure is unity through trinity, the masculine (one) 

united with the feminine (two) to form one unified whole.  Bragdon referred to this diagram as “a 

Rosicrucian symbol for perfected man.”70

 These cosmological forces were identified by Bragdon and used by him to shape his 

Theosophical architectural theory.  According to Bragdon, consonance and beauty in architecture 

were achieved when the work was unified.  The alphabet of symbols (figure 3)71 he developed in 

1901 for use as a “grammar of ornament” would become the foundation for the principles he 

would later outline in The Beautiful Necessity—principles largely based on the unity that could 

be achieved through the balance of opposites, curved lines with straight.  Bragdon’s intent with 

this book was to provide architects with guidelines they could use to regulate their works of 

architecture.  Bragdon developed a similar chart to illustrate “the geometrical basis of the plan in 

architectural design”72 (figure 4).  In this chart, somewhat like a mnemonic device and similar to 

his grammar of ornament, Bragdon demonstrated the basic organizational schemes of significant 

 
70 Claude Bragdon, “Magic and Mystery of Number,” AL (New York:  Creative Age Press, 1942), 69. 
71 “…art is the soul of man striving to express itself through matter by means of symbols.”  Claude Bragdon, “The 
Sleeping Beauty,” 343.  The diagram is from his notebook dated September 27, 1901, BFP, A.B81, Box 33, and was 
likely inspired by Owen Jones, The Grammar of Ornament (1856). 
72 Claude Bragdon, BN, 64. 
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Figure 4.  Claude Bragdon, “Latent Geometry,” 
The Beautiful Necessity, 1910  

 
 
Figure 3.  Symbols—grammar of ornament.  “A symbol to be 
perfect must be twofold at least and these two must be 
characteristically masculine and feminine…  When to these 
two a third is added, the value of the symbol is increased…  
This is when they stand alone, when they are grouped 
masculine should alternate with feminine.” 

buildings with the curved and straight lines of primary geometric forms (square and circle).  In 

The Beautiful Necessity, the symbols and the rules for their use were not to be used as formulas, 

but as ingredients for recipes designed by alchemical architects to transform base building 

materials into living architecture symbolic of American culture and then-current technological 

production.   

 The principle of unity is achieved when the parts relate to the whole in an harmonious 

inter-relationship.  According to Bragdon, the human figure was the most perfect expression of 

universal principles because, “In the ideally perfect human form are exemplified all those 

principles of natural beauty dispersed throughout nature.”73  The three principles of Nature 

identified by Bragdon that could be found within the human form included geometry, proportion 

and structural necessity:  the primary geometric forms of circle, square and triangle; the parts of 

the body proportionately arranged in the “rhythmic diminution”74 (figure 5) found in the 

harmonic relationships of Nature; and the responsiveness of the body to the forces of nature as a 
 

73 Claude Bragdon, “Mysticism in Architecture,” 13. 
74 In “Mysticism and Architecture” and later in BN Bragdon uses the term “rhythmic diminution.”  In these works, he 
never specifies that this is the Fibonacci series or the “divine proportion” of Φ = 1.618.  In FF (1932), p. 47, he will 
later refer to it as “dynamic symmetry” as defined in the work of Jay Hambidge or the logarithmic spiral of the “whirling 
square” as developed by Samuel Colman in their works of the early 20th century—as a footnote in this book he 
identifies the whirling square as the “Divine Intersection” (sectio divina) and emphasizes its relationship to unity. 
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demonstration of structural principles.  According to Bragdon, the divine forces of Nature and 

the universe were present in the harmonic unity of the earthly human form, which made the body 

the ideal archetype to be used as a model for architecture.   

 
 
Figure 5.  Claude Bragdon, “The Bodily 
Temple,” The Beautiful Necessity, 1910 

 Like the human body, the building is a living, 

breathing organism.  The matter of architecture has to do 

with material and is intimately connected with the 

ground that provides the resources for building.  The 

relationship of the body to the building in Bragdon’s 

Theosophical architectural theory is analogous to this 

quotation from his notebook:  “In the Chinese 

cosmogony, the rocks are the bones of the terrestrial 

body, the soft earth the flesh, the metals are the nerves and veins; the tide, wind, rain, clouds, 

forest and dew are all caused by the respirations, pulsations and exhalations.”75

 By interpreting Bragdon’s own words together with the sources he was referencing, 

alchemical architecture would then originate with matter, and be born of the ground and the 

materials there found.  The matter of architecture would be transmutated into a living art 

representative of the prevailing customs and culture of a period or time when appropriate forms 

of beauty have been developed in response to new materials and methods of construction.  The 

Beautiful Necessity offered guidelines for alchemical architects to use in transmutating building 

materials into beautiful architecture.   

 In his article “The Gothic Spirit” published January 1908 in Christian Art, Bragdon used 

the word Gothic synonymously with the term “organic” to define the living art of architecture in 

                                                      
75 Notebook quotation as found in BFP, Box 36, Folders 1-3, dated February 10, 1891. 
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contradistinction with the notion of “arranged,” which he associated with Classic architecture.  

According to Bragdon, in organic architecture the form is inseparable from the function from 

which the form is developed;76 on the other hand, arranged architecture forces the function to 

accommodate itself to a predetermined form or arrangement chosen because of its abstract 

beauty.  For example, Bragdon wrote, “It is inconceivable that the Classic spirit would have hung 

a church upon a crag as the mediæval builders did at Mont Saint Michel,—without, at least, 

leveling the crag.”77  This analogy is significant because of the importance Bragdon placed on 

the relationship between the cathedral and its stone island foundation, which has to do with the 

materiality of architecture being demonstrated by a project so integrated with its rock substrate 

that it was literally born from the ground.  Bragdon’s Gothic rises from the earth as an extension 

of the material from which it was born (ma-terial, ma-ter).78  Māyā is the display of all forms, the 

matter or material of the visible, created world.  The root of the word māyā is mā, which means 

to measure or lay out—a term Bragdon was familiar with from reading Schopenhauer’s The 

World and Will as Idea.79    

 In “The Gothic Spirit” Bragdon wrote: 

“In all true Gothic, because the function determines the form, there exists so 
intimate a relation between the interior arrangement and the exterior 
appearance,—between the plan and the elevation,—that from a study of the latter 
the former can usually, with fair accuracy, be read.  In Classic architecture, even 
the best, this by no means follows:  the elevation, determined by considerations of 
grandeur, symmetry, proportion, is often only a beautiful mask.”80

 
 

76 Bragdon would have been aware of Louis Sullivan’s thoughts on form and function because he had previously 
written an article on the application of form and function in Sullivan’s architecture in Claude Bragdon, “An American 
Architect:  Being an Appreciation of Louis H. Sullivan,” House and Garden VII/1 (January 1905):  47-55. 
77 Bragdon, “Gothic Spirit,” 167. 
78 In Latin, mater means mother. 
79 From Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Idea (London:  Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 1927), Vol. 1, p. 9:   
“It is Mâyâ, the veil of deception, which blinds the eyes of mortals, and makes them behold a world of which they 
cannot say either that it is or that it is not:  for it is like a dream; it is like the sunshine on the sand which the traveler 
takes from afar for water, or the stray piece of rope he mistakes for a snake.”  (Vedas and Puranas) 
80 Bragdon, “Gothic Spirit,” 167. 
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Written before 1908, this modern critique of architecture was in keeping with later 20th century 

critiques of modern architecture.81  By Classic architecture, Bragdon was referring to the 

architecture of the “Romans”, the Renaissance, and their followers—not the architecture of 

ancient Greece, Egypt or the East, which he would have classified as being Gothic.  The notion 

of the façade being a “mask” independent of the building it “faces” is most probably derived 

from Bragdon’s understanding of Vignola,82 whose drawings Bragdon freely reproduced for his 

readers in The Beautiful Necessity and The Frozen Fountain.  

 
81 For example, Thomas Schumacher, “The Skull and the Mask:  The Modern Movement and the Dilemma of the 
Façade,” Cornell Journal of Architecture, 5-11. 
82 Vignola’s divorce of the “face” of the building from its functional program and structural necessity is most probably 
the source for Bragdon’s criticism of “Classic” architecture.  While outside the scope of this analysis because Bragdon 
is looking at Vignola and not Palladio, it is important to note that Vignola would design the elevation for a project 
independently from the plan, which would then be used to determine the arrangement of the interior spaces.  On the 
other hand, Palladio’s projects were about the spatial arrangements and proportions of the interior, the relationship of 
the solid of the column to the void of the space, which would then be reconciled with the exterior.  “For Vignola, the 
orders are applied to the façade after the basic dimensions have been determined.  The first step is to divide the 
height of the building into a prescribed number of parts to determine the size of the module, which, in turn, 
determines the size and disposition of all other elements of the order… His application of the orders on the façade 
depends on the dimensions of the façade itself and does not correspond to the position of interior walls.”  As found in 
Branko Mitrović, Learning From Palladio (New York:  W.W. Norton & Company, 2004), 98 and 107.  “Unlike Vignola, 
Palladio never rejected the idea that engaged columns and pilasters on the façade should reflect the internal 
disposition of structural elements…  Palladio’s design method, if strictly applied, requires complex coordination 
between the dimensions of interior spaces and the elements of the classical orders on the façade.”  As found in 
Mitrović, 112 and 122. 
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Figure 6.  Claude Bragdon, 1893 Notebook 

 A key to understanding Bragdon’s 

development of his Theosophic architectural 

theory can be seen in this page from his 

manuscript notes (figure 6) where on one 

page can be seen Christian and “Buddhist”83 

iconography and references to 

Rosicrucianism and Freemasonry—sources 

that originated in ancient Egypt, India and 

medieval Europe and migrated into the 19th 

century literature available in America.  This 

collage of sketches was derived from popular 

references such as James Fergusson’s History 

of Indian and Eastern Architecture (1876), 

Hargrave Jennings’s The Rosicrucians 

(1870), Sir J. Gardner Wilkinson’s The 

Ancient Egyptians, Their Life and Customs 

(1854), and Joseph Gwilt’s Encyclopedia of 

Architecture (1842), among others.  The 

thinking that went into reproducing these images demonstrates Bragdon’s interest in the occult, 

symbols and their abbreviated notations, and the geometrical basis of the human form.  One of 

the visible symbols on this page is the “Badge of the Grand Master of the Templars”—it is an 

                                                      
83 Much of what was considered at this time to be Buddhist was due to a misinterpretation of Indian religious 
traditions by the British during their occupation of India. 
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encircled crossing, a symbol Bragdon often used as ornament; however, it has greater symbolic 

content when understood within the context of the making of Bragdon’s buildings. 

 Bragdon’s Theosophic architectural theory influenced those aspects of architecture that 

could not be seen.  One of the invisible aspects of Bragdon’s design is the symbolic emphasis on 

the encircled crossing—a united duality of polar opposites within one “divine androgyne.”  

Historically, this symbol has both Gothic and Eastern origins:  its Gothic beginnings can be 

traced to the “rose” and the “cross”84 of the Rosicrucians; and its Eastern spiritual origins can be 

found in the Hindu “Golden Person” or puruşa.  In this one symbol can be found a cosmological 

relationship that unites aspects of nature, the body, number and geometry, and music.  The 

encircled crossing is a “circle of orientation” that represents the primal act of architectural 

creation—a talismanic operation with divinatory roots in the geomantic act of mathematical 

(re)creation known as the magic square. 

Magic Squares and the Cardinal Directions:   
Divining the Constructed World 
 
Though the formation of magic squares is classed today among mathematical recreations… a 
certain religious or mystical significance has always attached to such arrangements of 
numbers—perhaps because they are so mysterious, and suggest the operation of some supernal 
intelligence.  Be that as it may, they are conspicuous instances of the intrinsic harmony of 
number, and as such serve as an interpreter to man of that cosmic order which permeates all 
existence.85

 
 Claude Bragdon, The New Image, 1928 
 
In the illustration “Sinbad Protects Himself by Means of Regulating Lines,” this sailor is 

inscribing what is known as the circle of orientation, or the first mark the “Ancients” made when 

orienting a building plan on a site with respect to the sun.  Geomantic architecture is co-
 

84 Claude Bragdon, NI, pp. 172. 
85 Claude Bragdon, NI, 164-5.  The last sentence of this quotation was appropriated word for word from Paul Carus’s 
Introduction to W.S. Andrews’s Magic Squares and Cubes. 
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ordinated when it is aligned with the solar cardinal directions.  The divine coordinating principle 

used was geomancy, which is derived from the Greek words geo, literally meaning the earth, and 

manteia, meaning divination or coming from above.  Geomancy is a talismanic operation of 

projecting lines onto the earth at human scale from the cosmos above through marking the 

ground with a cross and encircling it to create the initial “magic square.”  These are regulating 

lines that provide auspicious conditions for the construction of the built environment and protect 

the following constructed world.86

 Magic squares came to be known in the Western world via the Islamic texts of the tenth 

century, most probably brought into Europe by Jewish traders.  They were common to the 

Muslims, Hebrews and Hindus, but the most ancient documented magic square came from 

China.  The magic square is a numerical acrostic disposed so that, when summed, each column, 

row, and diagonal equals the same number.  Numeric squares become “magic” when the 

numbers in opposing corners sum to n2 + 1, where n equals the base number of the square and 

the added unity is the universal symbol for the divine creator―the Tao, Allah, or Brahman 

(figure 7).  The square of three is the smallest that can be constructed with magical properties 

(figures 66 and 72).  Common to the Muslims, Hebrews, and Chinese was the belief that 

knowledge of magic squares was divine: not human invention, but revelation. 

 The magic square of three was first published in the Islamic world around the year 900 

AD in an Arabic treatise traditionally ascribed to Jābir ibn Hayyān (known to Europeans as 

Geber).87  It was presented as a charm known as the badūh seal, which was written using the first 

nine numbers of an Islamic alphabet that equilibrates letters with corresponding numbers, called 

 
86 Vitruvius discusses this procedure in Book I, Chapter VI.6 of De Architectura, translated by Frank Granger 
(Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1931).  For more detail see “Creative Imagination and the Cardinal 
Directions:  Divining the Constructed World” in the Appendix. 
87 For more detail, see “Islamic Magic Squares and Sufiism” in the Appendix. 
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the abjad system.88  The first set of Islamic magic squares were presented in an encyclopedia 

published in 989 AD called the Rasā'il, which was composed by the Ikhwān as-Safā, a Muslim 

brotherhood known as the Brothers of Purity.  These squares were presented as illustrations and 

text, and were described as small models of a harmonious Universe.  Along with magic squares, 

the canon of the Brothers of Purity included numerical and musical correspondences that 

described a system of proportions based on the human figure.89

 In the ancient Islamic world, each of the four archangels was associated with its own sigil 

derived from one of the first four magic squares; the badūh seal was considered to be the seal of 

the archangel Uzrā’īl.  It also represented the planet Saturn: when spelled in abjad letter-

numerals, the sum equals 45 [(z = 7) + (h = 8) + (l = 30)], the magic sum of all the numbers in 

the square.90  Islamic magic squares often took the place of words themselves, and by 

interchanging numbers and letters to create sums and words that spelled the names of gods or 

planets, they became talismans to bring good fortune.  The first seven Islamic magic squares 

from three through nine became associated with the seven astrological planets.  In later European 

occult circles, the magic path of the square of three, which connects the numbers in sequence, 

became known as “the seal of Saturn.”  This Islamic practice of calculating with letters was 

considered to be a secret science, known only to “the authorities in divine learning.”91

 
88 The abjad system was a way of using Arabic letters with numerical values instead of numbers, as was done before 
the introduction of numerals from India.  Since these letters were arranged in an archaic sequence, following the 
order of the Hebrew alphabet (the first four were alef, bā, jīm and dāl and corresponded to the numbers one through 
four), the initials of these names for the Arabic letters were taken to make the–otherwise meaningless—name abjad 
as a mnemonic device to be used in remembering them.  As explained in Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic 
Squares, Part I," History of Religions 8/3 (February 1969):  181-209, p. 190. 
89 Erwin Panofsky, Meaning in the Visual Arts (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1955) pp.76-77. 
90 See figure 84 for the correlation between Islamic numbers and letters. 
91 Tewfig Canaan, "Arabic Magic Bowls," Journal of the Israel Oriental Society XVI (1936):  79-127, pp. 89-92. 
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 The first evidence of magic squares in Europe was the square of three as discussed by 

Abraham ibn Ezra of Toledo in twelfth century Spain.92  It was written with Hebrew letter-

numerals in a style that became popular with later Cabalists (figure 88c).  The earliest set of 

European magic squares was most probably derived from the Islamic planetary squares that were 

translated by thirteenth-century Jewish and Christian scholars living in Spain.  These squares are 

considered to be the source of the Islamic astrological and cosmological lore that helped to build 

the tradition of the Cabala.93  The Islamic method of interpreting letter-numeral squares and 

associating mathematical sums with names for God may have been influential in the 

development of gematria, a cabalistic method of interpreting the Hebrew scriptures by 

interchanging words whose letters have the same numerical value when added. 

 Bragdon’s “divine androgyne”94 (figure 7) can be seen to be related to the Table of 

Jupiter (figure 8), which was derived from 17th century alchemical and Rosicrucian sources.95  

From this illustration we can see that this magic square is the “first Persian square of four”96 

written in both Hebrew letter-numerals and Arabic numerals and is adjacent to a list of “divine 

names” and their magic sums.  The Islamic origins of this square can be seen in its construction 

technique, which according to the Islamic method of writing begins with the upper right-hand 

corner: the diagonals are marked with a dot and the numbers are written horizontally in the 

dotted squares from right to left.  The unmarked “houses” are filled in reverse by beginning with 

the lower left-hand corner.  The square’s construction emphasizes the diagonal and its crossing 
 

92 For more detail see “Eastern Influences on European Magic Squares” in the Appendix. 
93 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part I," p. 204. 
94 Bragdon’s square was created using the Indian method of writing, which would begin in the upper left-hand corner 
and move horizontally through the rows from left to right.  Although we refer to our numbering system in the West as 
being “Arabic numerals,” these numbers most probably came from India.  The first recorded use of "Arabic" numerals 
is in Baghdad, where an Indian scholar appeared in 771 AD with a treatise on astronomy using the Indian numerical 
system that was later transmitted to the West by the Arabs by way of Moorish Spain.   
95 As found in A Treatise on Angel Magic:  Being a Complete Transcription of Ms. Harley 6482 in the British Library, 
translated by Adam McLean (Grand Rapids, MI:  Phanes Press, 1989). 
96 For more detail see “Islamic Magic Squares and Sufiism” in the Appendix. 

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Part I:  In the Gothic Spirit 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture Magic Squares and the Cardinal Directions: 
 Divining the Constructed World 
Eugenia Victoria Ellis   page 40 
 
 

                                                     

 
 
 
Figure 8.  The Table of Jupiter, 17th century, A Treatise 
on Angel Magic:  being a complete transcription of Ms. 
Harley 6482 in the British Library 

 
 
 
Figure 7.  Claude Bragdon,  
The New Image, 1928. 
 
The mathematical magic of this square:  
the columns, rows and diagonals all 
sum to 34; the sum of the numbers of 
opposing corners equals the square of 
the square’s base number plus unity. 
(13 + 4 = 17 = 42 + 1; 1 + 16 = 42 + 1) 

with the result that both the diagonals and the pairs of numbers encircling the crossing sum to 

equal thirty-four, the magic number of the square.  Due to the mathematical reasoning of the 

square’s construction, the “intelligence of Jupiter” is indicated by a talismanic sigil that is a cross 

inscribed within a circle:  one “divine” source for the “rose” and the “cross” of the Rosicrucians. 

 The Islamic magic square was worn about the neck as a talisman, or engraved on a ring 

and worn on the finger to ensure one's well-being and to bring good fortune to one's immediate 

environment.  In the act of casting out evil spirits, magic circles, squares and figures were 

sketched on the ground aligned with the cardinal directions and then the demoniac person would 

be seated in the center while an incantation was read.97  The encircling of a person in danger was 

used as a means of protection from evil:  the disciple would be protected within and oriented to 

the earth below and the universe above by becoming “square with the world.”  This talismanic 
 

97 Shurreef, Qanoon-E-Islam, or Customs of the Mussalmans of India, (Madras, 1863 republished Lahore, Pakistan:  
Zulfiqar Ahmad, 1973) pp. 218, 231-239. 
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Figure 9.  Determining the cardinal points with a gnomon 
and using circles to define the original square. 

technique was a geomantic procedure used to project the divine from above to the ground below 

to protect the earthly and create auspicious conditions by guaranteeing alignment of the 

microcosmic with the macrocosmic. 

 Geomancy was a “divine” act with heavenly origins.  It was embodied in an earthly 

construction that began with the human body at its center and origin.  The body marked the 

beginning and the first point of contact with the cosmos through its axis mundi, which is the line 

of the spine in the erect human figure.  The divine resources for ancient geomantic procedures 

included the positions and the paths of the sun, the moon, the stars and the planets.  The 

instrument the “Ancients” used to take their measurements was the gnomon, literally, interpreter.  

The gnomon used was a vertical element, often in the form of the human body, which oriented 

one’s position on earth with respect to the greater universe of the cosmos by being encircled:  the 

intersection of the gnomon’s cast shadow and the circle in the morning and the evening at the 

summer solstice located solar east and west from which north and south can be determined 

(figure 9).   
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 In the Indian tradition, it was necessary to have “knowledge of the circle and the line” in 

order to square the earth. 98  Geomancy in India is called Vāstu Śāstra:  vāstu means to dwell and 

śāstra means science.99  Vāstu Śāstra is used to orient the built world to the cosmos through 

squaring the circle using a gnomon and the vāstu puruşa mandala (figure 10), a magic square in 

the anthropomorphic form of a sacrificial victim lying face down in a yantra that serves “as an 

interpreter to man of that cosmic order which permeates all existence.”100  A yantra is literally a 

visual and graphic symbol used for meditation purposes that is in the form of a square with four 

gates at the cardinal directions.101  

 The individual “houses” (pāda) of the square correspond with parts of the human 

anatomy; the navel of the vāstu puruşa is located at the square’s origin in the center.  The pāda 

(literally, feet) are to human scale and are “regulated” by the human pace in moving through the 

houses.  The individual pāda control the disposition of the whole and determine the function or 

use of the corresponding space to be constructed.  In India, the human sacrifice is related to the 

sun, because “He who is this (Brahman) in man, and he who is that (Brahman) in the sun, both 

 
98 Alice Boner, Sadasiva Rath Sarma, Bettina Bäumer, Vāstusūtra Upanişad:  The Essence of Form in Sacred Art 
(Delhi:  Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1996) (original publication 1982).  In India there is no principle distinction 
made between the Fine Arts and the Practical Arts.  A Sthāpaka is one who has knowledge of the circle and the line 
and can be either a sculptor or an architect.  Śilpa refers to sculpture and vāstu refers to architecture.  Although this 
upanişad is directed toward both the sculptor and the architect, it is called a vāstusūtra most probably because it 
does not have to do with “modeling” the three-dimensional qualities of a work or sculpture, but has to do with its 
layout and geometric composition, which in either disciplines has to do with the organization of the work in plan and in 
elevation.  
99 Vāstu Śāstra is a geomantic art that was fully developed by +1st century.  Its tenets were not written down in any 
one ancient manuscript but developed out of a corpus of over twenty texts referred to as Vāstu Vidya dating back to 
the +6th century, most of the previous material having been lost.  The above information was found in:  Jin Purush 
Ashok Padam, Vãstu:  Reinventing the Architecture of Fulfillment (Dehradun, India:  Management Publishing Co., 
1998) and Vibhuti Chakrabarti, Indian Architectural Theory:  Contemporary Uses of Vastu Vidya (Delhi:  Oxford 
University Press, 1999).  
100 Claude Bragdon, NI, 165. 
101 Material on the meaning of the yantra has been taken from Heinrich Zimmer, Myths and Symbols in Indian Art and 
Civilization (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1946) and Ajit Mookerjee and Madhu Khanna, The Tantric Way 
(London:  Thames and Hudson, 1977). 
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are one.”102  The human frame, the constructed 

temple, and the whole of the universe are 

analogical equivalents; therefore, the parts of 

the temple correspond both to the parts of the 

human anatomy and to the parts of the universe 

itself. 

 
 
Figure 10.  Vāstu Puruşa Mandala 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 11.  Note central brahmasthāna, from  
Stella Kramrisch, The Hindu Temple, 1946 
 

 The yantra is also a pañjara, or a 

geometrical plan, which is an essential 

configuration that provides the fundamental 

disposition and movements in space of a work 

and is the underlying organizing principle that 

gives the work its overall character.  The 

pañjara provides the “regulating lines” that 

determine the order of a composition and 

corresponds to cosmic and divine laws.  The 

pañjara is both a “skeleton” and a “cage.”103  

Analogous to the skeleton of the human 

anatomy, its lines provide the invisible support 

to the form.  Functioning like the “lines of 

force” within a painting, its lines determine the 

movement within the composition.  Similar to 

                                                      
102 This is a reference that Bragdon copied down from Max Müller’s Sacred Books of the East, the Upanişads, as 
found in BFP, A.B81, Box 36, Folders 1-3, dated 04/20/1891. 
103 Alice Boner, Vāstusūtra Upanişad:  The Essence of Form in Sacred Art, 13-20. 
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the modern architectural module,104 the pañjara is the cage that divides the whole work into 

individual pāda, or regular compartments, in order to control the disposition of the whole and to 

determine the function or use of the corresponding spaces.  

 The yantra represents an idealized sanctuary of the mind and is also characteristic of 

Hindu temple architecture.  Characteristic of the Hindu temple is its square-shaped central space, 

called the brahmasthāna (figure 11), which is open to the sky and acts as a conduit for the 

exchange of communication between the earth and the cosmos.  The vertical central axis mundi 

of both the human body and the Hindu temple communicate with the universe, located in the 

spine of the body and the brahmasthāna of the temple.  The brahmasthāna is set within another 

square, both oriented to be “square” with the path of the sun.  The generic Hindu temple form is 

a nine-square grid, or magic square of three.105

 The magic square of the puruşa is a yantra 

that becomes a mandala when it is encircled during 

the act of shadow casting to orient it with the sun.  

The geomantic art in India begins at the navel with 

the casting of a shadow using a gnomon, 

synonymous with the sacrificial post, or yūpa 

(figure 12), and is symbolic of the upright 

sacrificial person.   

 
 
Figure 12.  Yūpa, or sacrificial post (Vāstusūtra 
Upanişad:  The Essence of Form in Sacred Art) 

 The yūpa is the archetypal Person, which in the imagination is the visible form of 

Brahman.  This anthropometric archetype is the image of the cosmos comprised of two parts:  

                                                      
104 Analogous to the framework provided by the column grid of structural bays. 
105 Corroborated in Frederick W. Bunce, The Iconography of Architectural Plans (New Dehli:  D. K. Printworld (P) Ltd., 
2002). 
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Figure 13.  Claude Bragdon, “The Bodily Temple,” 
The Beautiful Necessity, 1910 

the inner puruşa, the spirit in the human person, who is ultimately identical with Brahman; and 

the outer puruşa, the anthropomorphic form represented in architecture.  The yūpa is comprised 

of twenty-four parts:  the number ten is related to the ten spiritual functions, the ten actions and 

the ten visible parts of the person (ten fingers, ten toes); the number fourteen refers to the 

macrocosm, a universe consisting of fourteen worlds that are symbolically contained within the 

microcosm of the human body.  The phenomenal ten are equivalent to the noumenal fourteen 

within the body of the yūpa.  In order to yield fourteen, four of the ten compartments are divided 

in two at the first, third, sixth and ninth compartments:  at the feet, the patella, the symphysis106 

and the heart.107

 The earliest known magic square in India is 

a square of four, and the most reliable example is 

from Khajuraho, which is also the location of the 

+1st century temple, Kandariya Mahadeo108 that 

provides the model for Bragdon’s “archetype of 

sacred edifices” (figure 13).109  Bragdon’s 

illustration demonstrates the relationship of the 

body to the building in its comparison of the human 

                                                      
106 This is the term used by Bragdon in his art anatomy sketches of 1907 to identify the center of the human figure, 
which is located in the reproductive region of the body. 
107 Alice Boner, Vāstusūtra Upanişad, 78-86 and 138-144. 
108 More than likely Bragdon saw the image of the Kandariya Mahadeo in Fergusson’s 1876 edition of History of 
Indian and Eastern Architecture.  In this book page 176, Fergusson writes,“The Moslims added to the palaces of the 
Hindûs and spared the temples and the statues of the Jains; we have ruthlessly set to work to destroy whatever 
interferes with our convenience, and during the few years we occupied the fort, probably did more to disfigure its 
beauties, and obliterate its memories, than was caused by the Moslims during the centuries they possessed or 
occupied it.  Better things were at one time hoped for, but the fact seems to be that subordinates and contractors are 
allowed to do as they please, and if they can save themselves trouble, there is nothing in India that can escape the 
effect of their unsympathising ignorance.”  He is writing about the palace of “Gwâliar” where Bragdon claims that the 
magic square of four was found.  Much of Fergusson’s work is taken from the documentation of the explorations of 
James Burgess (1832-1916) and Alexander Cunningham (1814-1893). 
109 The Kandariya Temple in Bragdon’s illustration is comprised of three sequential magic squares, or yantras. 
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Figure 14.  Noah’s Ark, Hargrave Jennings, The Rosicrucians, 1887 

figure to the Indian temple and the Gothic church of St Ouen at Rouen.  Bragdon’s image of the 

archetypal body is rendered upright like the sacrificial person, or yūpa; however, it is compared 

in plan to the Hindu temple and the Gothic cathedral.  In rendering this figure simultaneously 

upright and prone, Bragdon is demonstrating the four-dimensional visualization exercise of 

thinking in plan and section simultaneously.  Bragdon’s body archetype is shown armless, most 

probably because neither temple nor cathedral in this analogy have to do with the notion of a 

crossing or transept.  This body-building analogy may have been influenced by this illustration 

of Noah’s Ark (figure 14), which can be found in The Rosicrucians.  The plan demonstrates the 

proportion of the ark and its module relative to the horizontal human figure.  Bragdon would 

have been familiar with this image from 

his copy of the book.110  The difference 

in orientation of the standing and prone 

figures is evident in the rendering of 

their feet.  Like the upright human 

figure, and unlike the vāstu puruşa 

mandala whose center is at the navel, 

the center of the ark is located at the 

pubis of the human figure.  

 A careful review of the plan of Kandariya Mahadeo will reveal an analogous relationship 

between the body and the building:  there are four main sections of the temple that relate to the 

feet, the knees, the symphysis and the heart of Bragdon’s archetype.  At the feet is the transition 

point between the grade and the floor of the sanctuary; the entrance portico is located at the 
                                                      
110 He may also have known about the work of Francesco di Giorgio Martini (1439-1502); however, he does not make 
this reference in his books or notes. 

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Part I:  In the Gothic Spirit 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture Magic Squares and the Cardinal Directions: 
 Divining the Constructed World 
Eugenia Victoria Ellis   page 47 
 
 

                                                     

knees; at the symphysis (which scales as the center of the plan and the center of the body) is the 

hall where devotees may congregate; and at the heart is the location of the brahmasthāna and the 

point of contact with the cosmos above:  the location of the “Golden Person in the Heart,”111 

where through its axis mundi the Brahman in the Sun and man can be one.  The hall and the 

sanctuary are each a magic square, rendering visible the invisible aspects of the vāstu puruşa 

mandala.   

 It is evident from Bragdon’s “archetype of sacred edifices” that he was referencing 

architectural sources from both the East and the West:  Bragdon found the Indian temple in 

James Fergusson’s History of Indian and Eastern Architecture (1876) and the Gothic Cathedral 

in from Joseph Gwilt’s Encyclopedia of Architecture (1842).  Bragdon’s illustration is symbolic 

of the origins of his theories, which conflated Ancient Eastern religious philosophy with the 

occult teachings of the Medieval West.  To Bragdon, the common factor to all the philosophies 

he studied was the fundamental first principle of Number as the foundation of all creation, which 

in interpreting cosmic order can be most eloquently represented by the magic square.   

 In Bragdon’s illustration of the “divine androgyne” (figure 7), the iconological origins of 

the square and the circle can be seen to have originated from both Eastern and Western occult 

traditions.  Bragdon’s symbol of an interwoven circle and crossing were derived from the 

“intelligence of Jupiter” of the magic square of four.  This square was “written” using the Indian 

“writing” method, which begins at the upper left-hand corner, but was constructed using the 

Islamic consecutive numbering system.  Bragdon was unaware of the Eastern origins to this 

square’s construction.  He demonstrated the construction technique of ‘R’ and ‘RO’ by 

emphasizing the masculine and feminine derivations of the square, the technique of which he 
 

111 Bragdon’s first book publication, Claude Fayette Bragdon, The Golden Person in the Heart (Gouverneur, NY:  
Brothers of the Book, 1898). 
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found in W.S. Andrews’s 1908 book Magic Squares and Cubes.112  The numbers of the square 

are balanced about the center in keeping with the Chinese Tao.  The symbol Bragdon used of the 

crossing together with a circle was implied in the ancient Roman SATOR-ROTAS square113 and 

is related to the templum or inaugural mark in the making of temples.114  Bragdon’s circle and 

crossing emphasize the inter-cardinal directions and a balanced polarity; however, because of the 

intertwining of forms, this symbol distinctly refers to an active union, two aspects of one 

androgynous whole that are conjoined, and not the balance of polar opposites, which is indicative 

of Bragdon’s overall leaning toward Hindu philosophy over Chinese in his architectural 

Theosophy.115

 The geomantic act is related to the magic square, a mathematical (re)creation and 

operation of the active imagination that regulated Bragdon’s Theosophic architectural theory in 

its visible and in-visible aspects.  In the Indian tradition, the geomancer is a “sacrificer” and the 

casting of the initial shadow to orient the vāstu puruşa mandala to be “square with the world” is 

a rite of initiation and symbolic death. 116  Vāstu Śāstra is a body-centered science that relates the 

body of the building to the human anatomy through divine analogy.  This procedure “protects” 

the constructed world by encircling and by providing a “divine” framework to ensure that 

architecture will correspond to cosmic laws.  This is an anthropomorphic procedure that 

guarantees alignment of the earthly with the divine through analogy.  It is unlikely that Bragdon 

 
112 Paul Carus’s article “Reflections of Magic Squares,” in W. S.  Andrews, Magic Squares And Cubes (Chicago:  The 
Open Court Publishing Company, 1908), 113-128. 
113 For more detail see “The Sator-Rotas Square:  Time and Creation” in the Appendix. 
114 Joseph Rykwert, The Idea of a Town (London:  Faber and Faber, 1976). 
115 See “The Tao and the Construction of the Chinese Magic Square” and “Hindu Magic Squares of India” in the 
Appendix. 
116 The symbolism of the temple and the body in India was found in several writings of Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, 
“Svayamātrnnā:  Janua Coeli,” “An Indian Temple:  The Kandarya Mahadeo,” and “The Symbolism of the Dome,” in 
The Door in the Sky (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1997). 
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was knowledgeable about Vāstu Śāstra per se; however, its basic principles have influenced 

Bragdon’s architecture due to his interpretation of the Upanişads translated through number and 

geometry into an understanding of the harmonious relationship between the body and the 

building.  

Body Building:  The Occult Anatomy of the First Universalist Church 
 
If the body is a temple, it is not less true that a temple, or any work of architectural art, is a 
larger body which man has created for his uses, just as the individual self is housed within its 
stronghold of bones and flesh.  Architectural beauty, like human beauty, depends upon the 
proper subordination of parts to the whole, a harmonious inter-relation between and adjustment 
of these parts, the expressiveness of each of its functions, and when such functions are many and 
diverse, their reconcilement, one with another.  In the ideally perfect human form are 
exemplified all those principles of natural beauty dispersed throughout nature.117

 
 Claude Bragdon, “Mysticism and Architecture,” 1901 
 
At first glance there appears to be nothing unusual about Claude Bragdon’s First Universalist 

Church (Plate II.e).  In looking at its west façade, one would guess correctly that the plan of the 

church was patterned after the traditional Byzantine Greek-cross arrangement:  the massing of 

the church piles up around a central dome-like structure, the square base of which projects 

through and is revealed to the exterior at the inter-cardinal directions of the crossing, the limbs of 

the cross itself gesturing toward the cardinal directions.  This would be in keeping with 

Bragdon’s Theosophical architectural theory, which defined functional architecture within the 

context of his interpretation of Gothic:  "In all true Gothic, because the function determines the 

form, there exists so intimate a relation between the interior arrangement and the exterior 

 
117 Claude Bragdon, “Mysticism and Architecture,” 13. 
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Figure 15.  Church of Daphni, Greece, 11th century 

appearance—between the plan and the 

elevation—that from a study of the latter the 

former can usually, with fair accuracy, be 

read."118  

 Characteristic of the traditional Byzantine 

church (figure 15) is a primary west to east axis 

and a secondary south to north axis that 

emphasize an axial movement directly from the 

western entrance toward the east.  Typically, the 

ancient Byzantine church would have an image of 

Christ the Pantokratōr in the center of the dome 

with the Gospel in his left hand, blessing the 

liturgy below with his right.  The square space 

under the spherical dome represented the earthly 

place where the human participant could 

encounter the divine.  In Byzantium, this was the 

space for the body of the congregation where the liturgical action of the Eucharist could 

transform the participant into Christ through enlightenment and communion—this process had as 

its goal the intimate identification of the believer with Christ.119   

 Universalism, on the other hand, is a faith built upon a belief in the universals common to 

all life and the unity that binds all life into one indivisible whole.  For that reason, Universalism 

                                                      
118 Claude Bragdon, "The Gothic Spirit," 167. 
119 Thomas F. Mathews, Art and Architecture in Byzantium and Armenia (Great Britain:  Variorum, 1995) pp. 11-21.  
See also Thomas F. Mathews, Byzantium:  From Antiquity to the Renaissance (New York:  Abrams, 1998). 
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embraces all the major world religions.120  In keeping with the faith of his client, Bragdon looked 

toward the universal in the church’s design and brought together in one building aspects of 

Eastern and Western Christian architectural traditions. 

 In plan (Plate I.d), the church can be seen to be a tripartite scheme composed of the large 

sanctuary and two arrangements of smaller support spaces.  Its east-west axis, a “universal” 

orientation consistent with both Eastern and Western traditions, is emphasized through the 

hierarchical configuration lengthening the building along this line.  This plan of the sanctuary is 

modeled after the traditional Greek cross plan of the Byzantine Church.  In the section of the 

First Universalist Church, the sanctuary of this Byzantine plan can be seen to be rising out of the 

whole.  For the Universalist congregation, the central space at the crossing beneath the dome 

reinforces the connection between the churchgoers and the universe:  where the laity can 

encounter the divine at the nadir of its axis mundi, which connects this earthly space with the 

heavens above.121  This is in contradistinction with the Western Christian tradition that would 

characteristically reserve this space for the clergy.   

 The movement into and through a traditional Byzantine church is axial:  the participant 

would enter from the west and move in an easterly direction through the nave toward the altar.  

In Bragdon’s church, contrary to Eastern tradition, there is an axial shift at the entrance. 

 The main entrance at the western façade of the First Universalist Church is on Clinton 

Avenue, which in 1908 was a broad thoroughfare with little traffic but is today heavily 

trafficked.  Another gateway is to the left and north, which is a secondary entrance facing a side 

 
120 Mark D. Morrison-Reed, H. Keith Stott and Roland Bramlet, Reaching for the Infinite:  The First Universalist 
Church (Rochester, NY:  The First Universalist Society, 1983) pp. 4-5. 
121 Thomas F. Mathews, Art and Architecture in Byzantium and Armenia, 207:  “…the Byzantine commentators on the 
Divine Liturgy leave no doubt that the nave was the space of the laity.  The dome crowns the people of God 
assembled to participate in the liturgy.” 
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street (Plate I.a).  This entrance is a transition space that connects the body of the church with its 

support spaces.  A western entry is characteristic of most Christian churches, which was 

Bragdon’s intent.  Nowadays, members of the congregation enter by the north elevation, but 

originally, churchgoers entered through the two symmetrical porticos on Clinton Avenue.  These 

provided a transition space between the sanctuary and the outside world.  Unlike the Byzantine 

church, which has a direct west to east axial movement from the exterior to the sanctuary, 

Bragdon used these porticos as a device to gather people from the east and the west into the 

north-south narthex to re-orient them prior to entering the nave of the sanctuary.  This axial shift 

between the sacred and profane is a very modern solution to a traditional design problem with 

Medieval origins. 

 In the first floor plan, the two porticos and loggia appear almost as appendages to the 

Greek cross, or as feet to this anthropomorphic plan.  Bragdon’s inspiration came from a diagram 

in Hargrave Jennings’s book The Rosicrucians (figure 16) first published in 1870, the key points 

of which Bragdon reproduces for the readers of his House and Garden article of 1902 on “The 

Bodily Temple” (figure 17).122  It is apparent from Bragdon’s drawing that he saw a relationship 

between the body and the building:  symmetrical to the upper left-hand corner drawing of a 

Christian church is a representation in the upper right-hand corner of a crucified Christ—a one-

to-one body-building analogy.  The male and female “pillars” of the central diagram form a 

gateway into the nave, or the belly of the building.  In the First Universalist Church the two 

porticos were symbolically modeled after these pillars; however, spatially they function to 

transition the sacred and profane spaces.   

 
122 Claude Bragdon, “The Bodily Temple,” House and Garden (May 1902):  192-196, p. 195. 
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Figure 17.  Claude Bragdon, “The Bodily Temple,” 
House and Garden, 1902 

 
 
Figure 16.  Hargrave Jennings, The Rosicrucians, 
1887 

 The two porticos together with the one narthex demonstrate Bragdon’s architectural 

Theosophy of unity in duality:  the male and female “pillars” unite to provide the church with 

one androgynous transition space separating the two worlds.  According to Bragdon, this 

originates with the Gothic architectural tradition: 

“There are indications that at some time during the development of Gothic 
architecture in France, this sex-distinction became a recognized principle, 
moulding and modifying the design of a cathedral in much the same way that sex 
modifies bodily structure… The entire cathedral symbolized the crucified body of 
Christ; its two towers man and woman,—that Adam and that Eve, for whose 
redemption, according to popular belief, Christ suffered and was crucified.”123

 

 
123 Claude Bragdon, “Unity and Polarity,” The Theosophic Messenger 10/9 (June 1909):  383-389. 
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We know Bragdon was looking at Hargrave Jennings because we saw his sketch of this 

illustration earlier (figure 6).  Jennings’s book on Rosicrucianism illustrates the Medieval and 

Eastern sources to 19th-century occultism:  his facing diagrams inspire the conflation of Western 

and Eastern religious traditions through the body-building comparison of these two religious rites 

based on the work of the medieval Rosicrucian Robert Fludd (figure 16).  In keeping with the 

faith of his client, Bragdon merged these two traditions into one anthropomorphic church plan.   

 
 
Figure 18.  Claude Bragdon, “The Geometrical Basis of the 
Human Figure” (after Dr. Rimmer), The Beautiful 
Necessity, 1910 

 Bragdon would have described the 

design of the First Universalist Church as 

being in “the Gothic spirit” for the similar 

reasons he labeled its inspiration, the 

Byzantine Hagia Sofia in Istanbul, a 

Gothic building.  Bragdon’s Theosophic 

architectural theory emphasized a 

cosmological relationship between the 

body and the building through number, geometry and harmonic proportions.  As a model for 

architecture, the human figure sets two examples for its study:  geometry and proportion—two 

immaterial, yet important, aspects of Number that were the foundation of Bragdon’s First 

Principles of his theory.  As can be seen in Bragdon’s drawing (figure 18),124 geometry 

circumscribes the perimeter of the body in space and, similar to the proportional system Bragdon 

                                                      
124 Many of his studies of human anatomy were taken from William Rimmer’s 1877 book, Art Anatomy.  Dr. Rimmer 
(1816-1879) was a physician and an artist who was familiar with Transcendentalism, Freemasonry and Spiritualism.  
Dr. Rimmer’s concept of anatomy embraced his most fundamental thoughts on man and his relationship to the 
cosmos.  The central Transcendentalist tenet of correspondence between the material and the spiritual worlds is 
found in his works and writings.  His anatomical studies demonstrated his fundamental belief in the human body as a 
microcosm of universal principles.  His interest in Spiritualism was due to his psychic experiences and his association 
with Freemasonry informed several of his works.  From Theodore E. Stebbins, Jr., “Forward,” William Rimmer:  A 
Yankee Michelangelo (Hanover:  University Press of New England, 1985). 
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called “rhythmic diminution”125 (figure 5), 

proportion ensures that the parts of the figure 

relate to the whole body. 

 
 
Figure 19.  Claude Bragdon, “Art Anatomy,” 1907 

 The First Universalist Church is a 

visible demonstration of the proportional 

relationship between architecture and the 

human body represented by Bragdon in these 

diagrams for The Beautiful Necessity.  As 

Bragdon was working on the church’s design 

he was putting together a sketchbook on art 

anatomy, taking his own advice to “study and 

draw from the human figure, the finest school 

of proportion in the world…”126  His drawings 

were “thinking drawings”127 that focused on 

the skull and the spine (figure 19), which he was using to understand the structural necessity of 

the human frame, because he believed that like the body, the bones of architecture were equal to 

the flesh.  Bragdon would later write in reference to German residential architecture:  “…they are 

                                                      
125 Bragdon first refers to this principle in his article “Mysticism and Architecture.”  
126 Bragdon, "The Sleeping Beauty," 347.  “In studying the human figure it is not necessary to make elaborate and 
carefully shaded drawings from a posed model.  An equal number of hours spent in copying and analyzing the plates 
of a good Art Anatomy will be found a more profitable exercise for an architect, because it will make him familiar with 
the principal and subsidiary proportions of the bodily temple and give him sufficient knowledge to be able to indicate 
the figure in any position with fair accuracy.”  As found in a publication of the same year, “L’Art Nouveau and 
American Architecture,” Articraft 1/1 (December 1903):  40-41.  This article was prepared for the St. Louis Convention 
of the Architectural League of America. 
127 In Eugene S. Ferguson, Engineering and the Mind’s Eye (Cambridge, MA:  The MIT Press, 1992) the author 
describes thinking drawings as a process whereby a designer works out ideas. 
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clothed in beauty.  There is nothing in the way 

of adornment, but… they have ‘beautiful 

bones.’”128   

 
 
Figure 20.  Claude Bragdon, “The Occult Anatomy of 
Man,” n.d. (post-1930) 

 Later in Bragdon’s life he would 

discover yoga and his interest would turn to 

the “occult anatomy of man” with a focus on 

the optic thalamus of the inner eye, the seat of 

the imagination (figure 20).129  Close 

inspection of this illustration reveals that 

Bragdon equated thought with breath, which is 

the energy force within the human anatomy 

that flows along the spine to the center of the 

creative imagination in the inner landscape of 

the mind’s eye.  This energy force is a polarized flow of masculine and feminine forces.  Of a 

later date, Bragdon’s sketch of the occult anatomy describes the Kundalini forces within the 

human body that when balanced expand human consciousness to a higher dimensional 

awareness.130

 To Bragdon, the human body was the archetype of architecture131 because in his words: 

“…there within the laws of Nature are condensed and focalized”132—nature, number and 

                                                      
128 As found in Claude Bragdon, “Modern German Domestic Architecture,” The Architectural Review XIV (September 
1907).   
129 BFP, Box 47, Folder 15, no date. 
130 Bragdon discusses these inner forces in his book Yoga for You. 
131 Although it appears that Bragdon’s sources are more occult, he was also likely influenced by Viollet-le-Duc’s 
Lectures.  For example:  “With the medieval architects of France, the only scale admitted is man; all the points of the 
building have reference to his stature… If, while adopting the principle of human scale, we employ a system of 
geometrical proportions… we unite two elements of design which compel us to remain true as regards the expression 
of dimension, and to establish harmonious relations between all the parts.”  Lectures, Vol. I, 467. 
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Figure 21.  Claude Bragdon, “Regulating Lines,”  
The Frozen Fountain, 1932 
 
 

 
 
Figure 22.  Villard de Honnecourt, 13th century 

geometry, and harmonic proportion.  These are 

properties Bragdon found to be geometrically 

present in the human form through the three 

“most elementary and symmetrical of plane 

figures,” the circle, square and equilateral 

triangle (figure 18).  Writing in 1901 in 

anticipation of his later use of the term 

“regulating lines,” he referred to these forms as 

“an invisible geometric frame for a work of 

architectural art.”133  Bragdon took these earlier 

representations of the relationship of geometry 

to the body much further with this illustration 

from The Frozen Fountain thirty years later 

(figure 21),134 where the reader can see more 

directly the analogous relationships between the 

body and the building that Bragdon had been discussing in his earlier works.   

 An early example of abstracting an architectural form into a simple graphic notation is 

Villard de Honnecourt’s 13th century sketch (figure 22) and the source for Bragdon’s 

representation of “Regulating Lines in their Most Simple Form” (figure 21).  Often discounted or 

misunderstood are the figures sketched adjacent to de Honnecourt’s building plan for “a square 

                                                                                                                                                                           
132 Bragdon, "The Sleeping Beauty," 347. 
133 Bragdon, "Mysticism and Architecture," 13. 
134 Bragdon’s diagrams of the body related to primary geometric forms was most likely appropriated from “Of the 
proportion, measure and harmony of man’s body” that can be found in Henry Cornelius Agrippa of Nettesheim’s 16th 
century Three Books of Occult Philosophy. 
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church for the Cistercian Order.”135  Through a metaphorical construction, this sketch of two 

wrestlers demonstrates the constructive necessity of buttressing by using the innate properties of 

the human figure.  De Honnecourt’s architectural shorthand for lines of structure, as represented 

by the gridded plan, together with the wrestling pair renders visible the inherent structural 

requirements for this “square church.”  The relationship of the body to the building in satisfying 

a structural need is a property Bragdon knew to be inherent in the geometry of the human form 

and representative of the organic relationship between form and function: 

“Architectural forms have been developed through necessity, the function seeking 
and finding its appropriate form.  For example, the buttress of a Gothic cathedral 
was developed by the necessity of resisting the thrust of the interior vaulting 
without encroaching upon the nave; the main lines of a buttress conform to the 
direction of the thrust, and the pinnacle with which it terminates is a logical shape 
for the masonry necessary to hold the top in position.”136

 
To Bragdon, Gothic architecture was a “single system of construction carried to its logical 

conclusion” and Gothic buildings were designed by architects with “logically constructive 

minds.”137  This constructive necessity, which responds to the forces of nature, had been 

resolved in Gothic cathedrals by the same type of triangulation we saw in de Honnecourt's 

wrestlers.  Bragdon used this plate of the Milan cathedral, which he identified as being from the 

1521 Como edition of Vitruvius (figure 23),138 to illustrate “The Rule of Three” in the first of the 

articles on “the beautiful necessity” published in House and Garden in 1902.  This rule has to do 

with the “latent geometry”139 found in the structural and visual stability of the equilateral 

triangle, which when used to guide the proportions of a design will make memorable works.  

 
135 Translation of the inscription adjacent to de Honnecourt’s gridded plan.  There are sixty-five known sketches of de 
Honnecourt’s.  This Plate 41 is called “unrelated figures and plans” as found in Theodore Bowie, The Sketchbook of 
Villard de Honnecourt (Bloomington:  Indiana University Press, 1959), 92. 
136 Bragdon, "Unity and Polarity," BN, 26. 
137 Bragdon, "The Gothic Spirit," 168 and 169 respectively.   
138 Bragdon does not credit Cesar Cesariano.  This figure is later substituted with Cesariano’s more commonly 
reproduced image of the Milan Cathedral for the two subsequent publications of this topic. 
139 “The Rule of Three” would later become the chapter on “Latent Geometry” for the Theosophic Messenger. 

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Part I:  In the Gothic Spirit 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture Body Building:  The Occult Anatomy 
 of the First Universalist Church 
Eugenia Victoria Ellis  page 59 
 
 

 
 
Figure 23.  Cesar Cesariano, The Milan 
Cathedral, as found in Claude Bragdon,  
“The Rule of Three,” House and Garden, 1902 

According to Bragdon, in spite of the geometric framework of the triangle being “…invisible to 

the sight, and not consciously present in the mind of the beholder…,”140 due to the clarity of its 

simplicity in unity through trinity, buildings regulated by the proportions of the equilateral 

triangle would remain in the memory of the perceiver.   

 The invisible aspect of the triangle that most 

intrigued Bragdon was the satisfaction of a structural 

necessity achieved by its proportions.  He received his 

understanding of structural proportion by reading such 

works as Gwilt’s The Encyclopedia of Architecture 

(1842) and Viollet-le-duc’s Lectures on Architecture 

(1872), and appreciating the countless diagrams of 

triangulated Gothic cathedrals contained in these 

sources.  In his discourses, Viollet-le-duc diagrammed 

the façade of the Partheon with a triangle “taken on the 

diagonal of the square base of a pyramid whose vertical 

projection, parallel to one of the sides of the square, is an 

equilateral triangle.”141  This is one of the diagrams studied by Bragdon, which he sketched into 

his notebook and referred to as a “feminine triangle applied to the front of the Parthenon—used 

in the Temple of Karnak & elsewhere by the Egyptians & the Greeks.”142  Bragdon described 

this triangle as being feminine most probably because his research into Eastern cultures had 

shown him that the upwards-pointing triangle is regarded as feminine and the downward 

                                                      
140 Claude Bragdon, “The Rule of Three,” House and Garden 2 (January 1902):  10-14. 
141 Viollet-le-Duc, Lectures, Vol. I, 396. 
142 BFP, A.B81, Box 36, notebook dated March 22, 1891.  Most likely, Bragdon’s references to “Karnak & 
elsewhere…” came from his reading of Viollet-le-Duc. 
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pointing triangle is considered to be masculine, which is how they are gendered in his notebooks.  

He would later use the proportions of the equilateral triangle to apply to musical harmony (figure 

63).  His notebooks have evidence of his interest in Viollet-le-duc, but he used Gwilt to inform 

the illustrations he rendered for The Beautiful Necessity. 

 Gwilt’s principles of proportion were guided by the “interaxal lines” that provide an 

invisible frame for a building plan.  Gwilt admittedly borrowed this system of proportion from 

Durand’s Précis d’Architecture.  The chapter on the “Practice of Architecture” in Gwilt’s 

encyclopedia demonstrated the lines of proportion of Ancient and Gothic buildings, both in plan, 

section and elevation.  According to Gwilt, it was without a doubt that the Gothic architects of 

the Middle Ages used the triangulation of “interaxel lines” in the design of their cathedrals; all 

the origins of which he claimed could be traced to the same source (the early translation of 

Vitruvius by “Cæsar Cesarianus” used by Bragdon).143  In anticipation of the unadorned 

architecture of the 20th century, according to Gwilt, the proportion provided by the harmonious 

use of geometry is a guarantee for beauty in architecture:  “A building though entirely devoid of 

ornament, may be rendered beautiful by the justness of its proportion.”144  Gwilt’s book was as it 

was titled, an encyclopedia that compiled and referenced the work of past architects and 

architecture, and was organized according to history, theory and practice.  

 Although not to the same extent, Viollet-le-Duc’s Lectures also outlined similar 

geometrical principles governing the proportions of architecture, without giving a name to these 

 
143 Joseph Gwilt, The Encyclopedia of Architecture :  The Classic 1867 Edition (New York:  Crown Publishers, Inc., 
1982, first published 1842), 894-895.  Although Gwilt’s encyclopedia includes sketches of the human figure, 
encourages the student to understand the balance and motion of the human figure, and quotes Vitruvius’s 
proportions of the human figure, Gwilt does not apply the proportions of the body to his theoretical principles of 
building. 
144 Gwilt, 917.  According to Viollet-le-Duc, “the equilateral triangle is that in particular which completely satisfies the 
eye.”  As found in Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, Lectures on Architecture, Lecture IX, ( New York:  Dover 
Publications, 1987, first published in French in 1872, in English in 1877 (vol. I) and 1881 (vol. II), Vol. I, 392. 
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lines of geometry.  In his Lectures, Viollet-le-Duc provided his readers with architectural theory 

and without labeling it as such, introduced the “form follows function” of functional architecture:  

“There are in architecture… two indispensable modes in which truth must be adhered to.  We 

must be true in respect of the program, and true in respect of the constructive processes.”145

 The First Universalist Church is a bodily temple that materially manifests the invisible 

aspects of Bragdon’s Theosophical architectural theory.  In the building section of the church’s 

sanctuary we can see the application of the three primary geometric forms found in the human 

body (Plate I.c).  The circle inscribes the body of the building; the square defines the sectional 

limits of the nave, two squares equaling the height of the entire building; and the triangle unites 

the earthly with the divine by defining the limits of the body of the building with respect to its 

vertical axis and connection with the heavenly.  The base of the triangle sits where a horizontal 

line has been struck as an imaginary ceiling to the profane space of the congregation below.  The 

striking of a horizontal is characteristic of Bragdon’s work; the triangular limits of the space 

harmonize the proportions.  According to Bragdon, “It may be stated that as a general rule, that 

whenever three important points in any architectural composition approximately coincide with 

the three extremities of an equilateral triangle it makes for beauty of proportion.”146   

 The First Universalist Church was not his first use of a triangle to regulate a centrally-

designed building.  Published in The Brickbuilder in 1900 was Bragdon’s hypothetical project 

for a “Village Bank” (figure 24).147  This project, which seems more like a church than a bank, 

was designed based on “The Rule of Three” he would publish two years later in House and 

Garden.  It is triangulated in section like Cesariano’s Milan Cathedral; however, uncharacteristic 

 
145 Viollet-le-Duc, Lectures, Vol. I, 448. 
146 Claude Bragdon, “The Rule of Three,” House and Garden 2 (January 1902):  10-14. 
147 Claude Bragdon, “The ‘Village Bank,’ Series. I,” The Brickbuilder 9 (October 1900), 204-206.  This is the only one 
of the series. 
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of the models regulated by rectangular bays Bragdon had been following, this project was 

triangulated in plan like Solomon’s seal.  The model he followed was probably derived from the 

drawings by Gwilt illustrating “The Hexagram in Gothic Architecture,” which Bragdon 

reproduced for the readers of his article on the rule of three (figure 25). 

 The Village Bank was curiously presented through 

the invention of three letters:  from Michelangelo Jones to 

his partner Vitruvius Renn, from Mssrs. Jones and Renn to 

the directors of the hypothetical bank, and from Mr. Jones 

to his friend Vivette Redforth (most probably a romance 

novelist).  This article was written as an allegory to present 

Bragdon’s architectural theory and to validate this theory by 

aligning it with four great masters of architecture.  He pairs 

two great architects, one from antiquity (Vitruvius) and one 

from the Renaissance (Michelangelo), with two 17th century 

architects:  Inigo Jones (1573-1652) and Sir Christopher 

Wren (1632-1723).   

 
 
Figure 24.  Claude Bragdon, “The Village 
Bank,” The Brickbuilder, 1900 

 

 
Figure 25.  Claude Bragdon, “Latent 
Geometry,” House and Garden, 1902 

 Wren and Jones were chosen to represent his ideas, 

either because they were associated with Freemasonry, or 

because Bragdon attributed the origin of the Georgian 

Period of American architecture to these two architects. 

 Although Bragdon labeled the encircled crossing as the “Badge of the Grand Master of 

the Templars” on this page of his notebook (figure 6) next to a sketch taken from Jennings’s The 

Rosicrucians, it was identified by Jennings in his book as “the astronomical cross upon the 
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mundane circle,”148 which suggests that Bragdon had another source besides Jennings for the 

derivation of this symbol.  According to Frances Yates in The Rosicrucian Enlightenment, 

Rosicrucianism and Freemasonry are difficult movements to study because the “whole subject 

has been bedeviled by enthusiasts for secret societies.”149  In short, according to her study, the 

European phenomenon of Freemasonry was more than likely related to the Rosicrucian 

movement in some way.  Freemasonry probably developed when the knowledge of masonry 

moved from the handicraft tradition of the master mason to the speculative masonry of the 

architect about the time of Inigo Jones and a revived interest in Vitruvius and Renaissance 

architecture in England.  Regardless of historical accuracy, according to Yates it was a popularly 

held belief that Inigo Jones and Sir Christopher Wren were Freemasons. 

 The Village Bank was coordinated using “the rule of three” found in the “latent 

geometry” of triangles in plan and in section so that every part of the project would conform to 

the geometry of a triangle in keeping with the hermetic aphorism, “As is the great, so is the 

small.”  The use of triangles, particularly multiples as hexagrams or paired triangles as in 

“Solomon’s Seal,” was a powerful form to Bragdon:  a united duality in trinity that could be 

found in Nature.  The unity in multiplicity of the hexagram is found in the cells of the 

honeycomb or in crystal formations.  The repetition of triangles functions to “divide and 

subdivide space rhythmically and harmoniously.”150   

 
148 Jennings, The Rosicrucians, 73. 
149 Yates, Frances, The Rosicrucian Enlightenment (London:  Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1972), 206. 
150 Claude Bragdon, “The ‘Village Bank’ Series,” 206. 
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Figure 26.  Claude Bragdon, 1893 Notebook 

 The geometry of “Solomon’s Seal” can found 

in the human body (figure 26), and according to 

Bragdon, is “symbolical of mans two natures.”151  

This page from his notebook gives insight into some 

of the thinking that went into the development of his 

Theosophical architectural theory and some of the 

sources influencing him.  Again, there is in this 

drawing a conflation of Medieval sources with those 

from the East in his attempt to understand unity in 

polarity.  In his interpretation of the duality of 

Solomon’s Seal, the masculine downward-pointing 

triangle is joined with the feminine upward-pointing 

triangle for the unity that comes about through the 

balance of opposites.  His understanding of these 

symbols was based on bringing together what he 

knew of the Cabala and Buddhism.152  In these 

sketches Bragdon was applying his “rule of three” to 

the human body similarly to triangulating a building 

structurally, and from the great to the small:  from the limits of the body in space to the features 

of the human face.  The three interlaced circles on the features of the human face give insight 

                                                      
151 BFP, sketchbook dated September 1, 1893. 
152 This is characteristic for some of the occult sources he was reading, which have overlaid what was known about 
the mystic East of India through British sources onto their understanding of medieval hermetic texts, such as the 
Rosicrucians Hargrave Jennings and F. B. Dowd, S. Liddell Mac Gregor-Mathers of the Hermetic Order of the Golden 
Dawn, and the founder of Theosophy H.P. Blavatsky. 
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into the origins of the development of the “mystic symbol” he would appropriate as his 

signature.153  In the drawings on this page can be seen the beginnings of another rule he would 

set out in his theory, the “law of radiation,” which is related to unity in trinity and will be 

discussed later in this dissertation. 

 According to Bragdon, the three primary geometric figures of circle, square and triangle 

“…perform the important function of co-ordinating the entire fabric into one easily remembered 

whole.”154  In The Beautiful Necessity, he referred to their lines as “latent geometry.”  Following 

Le Corbusier, he would later in 1932 call them “regulating lines”: 

“By means of regulating lines the designer is easily able to establish 
parallelograms whose interrelations, co-ordinated by numerical ratios, are 
harmonious…  There is an order of regulating lines that consists in the co-
ordination of the elements of a design by means of such elementary geometrical 
figures as the circle, the equilateral triangle, and the square.”155   

 
Bragdon took care to specify the word “co-ordinate,” which means to align with the cardinal 

directions, as opposed to coordinate, which means to bring together or harmonize.  He was 

consciously making note of the relationship between the building and the environment, earthly 

constructed works and the cosmos. 

 Bragdon first began speaking of the “living art of architecture” in his 1901 article, 

“Mysticism and Architecture,” the basic principles of which followed through to “The Gothic 

Spirit,” where Bragdon identified Gothic architecture as “organic” as opposed to “arranged.”  In 

order to maintain currency,156 in 1915 Bragdon recast his article “The Gothic Spirit” as “Organic 

Architecture” for one of the presentations he gave along with Ralph Adams Cram and Thomas 

 
153 For example, this signature can be found on Sinbad’s back in the illustration “Sinbad Ascends the Isometric 
Stairs,” figure 36 at the introduction to Part II “When Time Stands Still” of this dissertation. 
154 Claude Bragdon, BN, 64. 
155 Bragdon, FF, 38. 
156 Mark Mumford traces the development of organicism in American architecture in “Form Follows Nature:  the 
Origins of American Organic Architecture,” Journal of Architectural Education 42/3 (Spring 1989): 26-37. 
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Hastings for the Scammons Lectures at the Art Institute of Chicago.  The organizer of this series 

of talks put the three of them together because of their similarities and differences and the dialog 

that could occur as to what constituted the makings of “modern architecture.”157  The connecting 

ideology of these three architects was the use of the term “organic” to define architecture, an 

emphasis on the laws of Nature as the founding principles of architectural design, and a look to 

past architecture as a way of projecting future architecture.  It is apparent from their content that 

these talks were intended to give a voice to the architecture of the times.  According to Bragdon, 

he mediated between Hastings’s Beaux Arts point of view and Cram’s Gothic revival outlook to 

help define the direction for American architecture during “the battle of the styles”158 that was 

going on at that time in architecture. 

 Although they had very different viewpoints, Bragdon and Cram both promoted Gothic 

architecture as being organic architecture and both agreed on which styles of past architectures 

should be considered as models for the future.159  Cram presented a compelling theory for the 

origination of the mason’s art in the Middle Ages, that he himself said was based on 

circumstantial evidence.  According to Cram, the Masonic tradition came from the “Comacini,” a 

group who fled Rome during its downfall to live on an island in Lake Como: 

“These Comacini were the colonies or guilds of free builders (some call them free 
masons and the progenitors of the modern secret societies of the same name)…  
They are held to have brought with them in their exile, not only the traditions of 
Roman building, but dim memories and symbolisms from the East, even from 
Jerusalem itself.”160

 
157 Ralph Adams Cram, Thomas Hastings, and Claude Bragdon, Six Lectures on Architecture (Chicago:  The Art 
Institute, 1917).  “The Beginnings of Gothic Art” and “The Culmination of Gothic Architecture” were the titles of Cram’s 
talk; “Principles of Architectural Composition” and “Modern Architecture” were Hastings; and “Organic Architecture” 
and “The Language of Form” were Bragdon’s. 
158 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 175-178. 
159 In his talk on “The Beginnings of Gothic Art,” Ralph Adams Cram said,”…it is the spirit behind and within Greek, 
Byzantine, Gothic, and Chinese Buddhist architecture that makes each live, as do not the other epochs of its 
[architecture] varied and illuminating career.”  He would later refer to Gothic construction as being an “organic 
system” in his book The Substance of Gothic (Boston:  Marshall Jones Company, 1917), xii. 
160 Ralph Adams Cram, “The Beginnings of Gothic Art,” 13. 
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 According to Cram, ancient building traditions survived through the Comacini and were 

brought back into practice because Charlemagne drew his builders from this group.  Their 

knowledge slowly spread throughout Europe by “founding new lodges and transmitting to their 

successors the methods and secrets and traditions of the immortal past.”161  Regardless of the 

verity of Cram’s theory, this was a commonly-held belief at this time.  Similarly, according to 

Bragdon, ancient Eastern traditions were “transmitted in the signs and secrets of Freemasonry” 

and “determined much of the symbolism of Gothic architecture.”162

 The “symbolisms of the East” that may have migrated to the Middle Ages of Western 

Europe also might have included the “harmonistic” cosmology of the Brothers of Purity.  Their 

philosophy used numerical and musical correspondences to relate the parts to the whole, the 

microcosm to the macrocosm, including the proportions of the human figure.  It is likely that this 

notion was influential in relating the body of the Gothic cathedral to the human figure and may 

be one source for the illustration of Noah’s Ark that Bragdon found in Jennings’s The 

Rosicrucians (figure 16).  In turn, it is likely that their philosophy influenced the Byzantine 

theories of proportions.163  According to Bragdon, “The Gothic cathedral became, in the hands of 

the mystic masonic guilds of the middle ages, a great symbol of the body of man—the crucified 

body of Christ.”164

 In spite of changing his terminology from “Gothic” to “organic,” Number as 

demonstrated through the human body, geometry and harmonic relationships remained the basis 

of Bragdon’s theory.  By being based on the principles of Nature, the application of his theory to 
 

161 Ralph Adams Cram, “The Beginnings of Gothic Art,” 13. 
162 Claude Bragdon, “The Art of Architecture from the Standpoint of Theosophy,” Theosophic Messenger (May 1909):  
322-328 (327). 
163 As found in Erwin Panofsky, “The History of the Theory of Human Proportions as a Reflection of the History of 
Styles,” Meaning in the Visual Arts (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1955), 74-78. 
164 Bragdon, "Mysticism and Architecture,"13. 
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Figure 27.  Adolf Zeising, Neue Lehre von den 
Proportionen des menschlichen Körpers, 1854 

 
 
Figure 28.  Ernst Mössel, Urformen des Raumes 
als Grundlagen der Formgestaltung, 1931

the practice of architecture was intended to produce organic works in terms of the union of form 

and function within the context of a contemporaneous notion of what constituted the Gothic in 

architecture.  

 It is important to note that at this time there was much scholarship into the geometrical 

relationships inherent in nature as a resource to model the built world.  New information was 

generated in this regard due to scientific investigations into the growth of organisms such as 

Adolf Zeising's mid-19th century studies of the golden proportion with respect to the human 

figure165 and publications such as D'Arcy Thompson's 1917 work On Growth and Form.166  It 

was discovered that the growth of organisms always had the same golden proportional 

relationship that was found in pentagonal symmetry; whereas this divine proportion was never 

found in inorganic growth systems such as crystalline formations.  In order for architecture to be 

organic, then, it would have to be modeled after the geometric systems found in the proportional 

growth of organisms. 

 
165 Adolf Zeising, Neue Lehre von den Proportionen des menschlichen Körpers (Leipzig:  Rudolph Weigel, 1854). 
166 D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson, On Growth and Form (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1917). 
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 These scientific investigations led to proportional studies that looked at past architectures.  

For example, Zeising applied the research techniques he had initiated regarding proportion and 

the human figure using the proportional relationships of the Fibonacci number series,167 and 

referred to by Bragdon as the “divine intersection,”168 to the discovery of the golden section in 

the proportions of the Parthenon (figure 27).  W. Watkiss Lloyd’s investigation of the 

proportions of the Parthenon proposed that the scale of ratios determining all its important 

proportions advanced by consecutive differences of five, which, when the series is represented 

graphically by parallelograms, tends toward a square or approaches unity.169  Ernst Mössel took 

Zeising’s studies further through an enormous body of work that analyzed architecture from 

Antiquity and the Middle Ages.170  These investigators measured the golden proportion 

differently, but the search for a unifying proportional system is clear:  Zeising based his 

measurements on the divine intersection of a line into one and Φ; Mössel used the golden 

proportion inherent in pentagonal symmetry.  In comparing Mössel’s 1931 analysis of the 

Parthenon (figure 28) with Zeising’s, it can be seen that he is looking at the plan together with 

the elevation, and that his study is a more detailed analysis.  In the upper part of the drawing in 

the center can be seen a “key plan” with its integral golden proportion, which was the benchmark 

Mössel used in his study.  He had discovered this key plan earlier in 1926 when he developed the 

 
167 The Fibonacci number series begins with 0 and 1, the second number is added to the first successively (i.e. 0 1 1 
2 3 5 8 13 21…), the ratio of the larger number to the smaller number approaches Φ or the golden ratio 1.618…, 
which is a non-repeating infinite number. 
168 Claude Bragdon in FF, page 47:  “The ratio of the sides of the whirling square rectangle is the same as the 
proportion called “Divine Intersection” (sectio divina) by which the ratio of the shorter part of an intersected line to the 
longer is the same as the ratio of this longer part to the whole line…  The figures of 0.618034 and 1.618034 happen 
to be the only two values whose product as well as whose difference are equal and amount to unity.” 
169 Bragdon writes about Lloyd’s study in the article “Frozen Music” published in House and Garden, The Theosophic 
Messenger and BN.  He uses it as a way of correlating the proportions of architecture and music.  He qualifies the 
results of Lloyd’s conclusions by saying, “I have no means of verifying the results, but give it here for what it is worth.”  
The source for Lloyd’s analysis was found by Bragdon published in The American Architect, March 31, 1888. 
170 Ernst Mössel, Die Proportion in Antike und Mittelalter (München:  C.H. Beck'sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1926) 
and Ernst Mössel, Urformen des Raumes als Grundlagen der Formgestaltung (München:  C.H. Beck'sche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1931). 
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Figure 29.  Ernst Mössel, Die Proportion in Antike und Mittelalter.  München, 1926 

theory that the proportions of Gothic cathedrals were based on the decagon and the ten-pointed 

star within the circle of orientation (figure 29).   

 The Norwegian Fredrik Macody Lund compiled another study that looked for rules of 

proportion in ancient temples and Gothic cathedrals.  His research began with the study of the 

Norman-Gothic cathedral of Nidaros in Throndhjem, Norway, the reconstruction of which began 

in 1869.  According to Lund, it was because the rules of building were a secret science in the 

Middle Ages that the rules later became forgotten.  In Lund’s words: 

“…it appears that medieval church architecture is a direct continuation of the art 
of building classic temples, which in turn expresses the perception of Greek 
philosophy concerning the harmony of the universe.  The temple was supposed to 
be the material image of the mystery of existence.  Its proportioning was therefore 
established according to an irrational measure, in an ascending, harmonic, 
geometrical progression from the unit to the totality, as this progression appears in 
the pentagram, which for the Pythagoreans was the symbol of the harmonious 
system of the Cosmos, the masterpiece of the universe.”171

 
171 Fredrik Macody Lund, Ad Quadratum: a study of the geometrical bases of classic and medieval religious 
architecture (London:  B.T. Batsford, Ltd., 1921), introduction. 
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The results of the research of Zeising, Mössel, and Lund provided the basis for what Matila 

Ghyka was to later term the “Gothic canon of proportion.”172   

 
 
Figure 30.  Rudolf von Laban, human 
figure in icosahedron, Choreographie, 
1926 

 The search for a unifying principle in Nature and 

Number during the late-19th and early-20th centuries was 

not limited to its application in the design of buildings.  

There is a fantastic study that was done by the dancer 

and choreographer Rudolf von Laban in 1926, which 

used one of the platonic solids, the icosahedron (a 

volumetric figure that is comprised of twenty equilateral 

triangles), as a way of determining the limits of the body 

in space (figure 30).  In looking at this figure, it must be 

remembered that within an icosahedron the limits of the 

dancer would inscribe an imaginary dodecahedron (a 

figure of twelve regular pentagons), with the integral 

divine proportion found in pentagonal symmetry.  Laban’s research was in keeping with the 

contemporary interest in the cosmology of the body, the relationship of the inner self to the outer 

self, and the embodied knowledge that occurs due to the body’s position in space and movement 

through space as investigated by Rudolf Steiner and Emile Jacques-Dalcroze in their “rhythmic 

gymnastics.”173  Dance theory is important to the understanding of architectural theory due to 

similar relationships regarding the body, geometry and the making of space.  Laban’s 

                                                      
172 Matila Ghyka discusses theories of “Greek and Gothic Canons of Proportions” in depth in The Geometry Of Art 
And Life (New York:  Dover Publications, Inc., 1977).  See also Matila C. Ghyka, Le Nombre d'Or:  Rites et Rythmes 
Pythagoricians dans la Développement de la Civilization Occidentale (Paris:  Éditions Gallimard, 1931).   
173 Emile Jacques-Dalcroze, Eurhythmics, Art and Education (New York:  B. Blom, 1972 (1930)). 
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investigations are relevant because they would later 

influence the design of Bragdon’s endpapers for The 

Frozen Fountain (figure 31).174  Bragdon may or may not 

have directly looked at Laban, but certainly he saw one of 

his image in Ghyka’s book Le Nombre d'Or.175   

 
 
Figure 31.  Claude Bragdon, Sinbad in 
icosahedron, endpapers from  
The Frozen Fountain, 1932 
 
 

 
 
Figure 32.  Pentagonal symmetry of 
Organisms, as found in Matila Ghyka,  
Le Nombre d’Or, 1931 

 The golden proportion is significant to this 

discussion because most religious philosophies look 

toward the divine as having some relationship to unity, 

something Bragdon strove toward in all his endeavors.  

When used during the design process, the “divine 

intersection” becomes an analogous method of ensuring 

unity in a composition because when two numbers in this 

proportional relationship are manipulated, the 

mathematical result always refers back to the number one.  

The logic behind the geometric operation of the sectio 

divina is similar to that of Bragdon’s “divine 

androgyne”—it creates unity in duality.  When Bragdon’s 

alter ego Sinbad chooses to inscribe within his circle of orientation a figure with ten points over 

any other figure, it is because the golden proportion is integral to it.  Bragdon could easily move 

from using the term “Gothic architecture” to “organic architecture,” because he was looking 

toward sources that would indicate their equivalency:  the same pentagonal symmetry that is 

                                                      
174 In a presentation at the 2003 Annual conference of the Society for Literature and Science, Jonathan Massey 
suggested that Bragdon’s image of Sinbad within an icosahedron later influenced the work of Buckminister Fuller. 
175 Bragdon mentions Ghyka’s book Le Nombre d'Or:  Les Rythmes in FF and conversely Ghyka mentions Bragdon 
in The Geometry of Art and Life. 
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found in organisms (figure 32) can be found in Gothic architecture; descriptive geometry 

provided Gothic architects with the guiding lines to regulate their works according to the divine 

principles found in Nature.   

 Bragdon’s Theosophic architectural theory created a link between the irrational system of 

the “divine intersection”176 and the rational geometry of circle, square, and equilateral triangle 

analogously through the proportions of the human body.  The First Universalist Church is a 

visible demonstration of the relationship of the body to the building in its resolution of these 

irrational and rational mathematical systems.  Bragdon's design was an anthropomorphic act that 

through analogy guaranteed alignment of the earthly with the divine.  In the building sections, 

within the body of the building, the geometric relationships that Bragdon has demonstrated to be 

proportional to the human body are visible in the regulating lines of its proportions:  the circle, 

square and triangle of the nave (Plates I.c and I.e); the golden triangle that defines the vertical 

limits of the church reinforcing its axial relationship to the cosmos (Plate I.e); and the golden 

rectangular proportion of the crossing at the transept (Plate I.c).  When Mössel’s Gothic canon of 

proportion is overlaid on the plan, the plan can be seen to have been regulated by its geometry 

(Plate I.f).  The First Universalist Church demonstrates the principles of the organic in 

architecture by being regulated in plan and in section according to Bragdon's neo-Pythagorean 

interpretation of the Laws of Nature. 

 
176 The number Φ of this golden ratio is an irrational, non-repeating infinite number like π. 
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Figure 34.  Khei (George Plummer), 
Rosicrucian Symbology, 1916 

 
 
Figure 33.  Charter of the Hermetic Order of the Golden 
Dawn, protected by the Four Evangelists at the cardinal 
directions 

 The First Universalist Church Greek-cross plan, which is encircled by the dome at its 

crossing, is a spatial mandala for the participant’s communication with the creative universe.177  

Although the magic square itself is not visually apparent in the First Universalist Church, the 

symbol of the encircled crossing, or the “rose” and the “cross,” can be seen throughout as a 

material manifestation of the geomantic intellect and symbolical reasoning (such as Plate II.c). 

 
177 Thomas F. Mathews, Art and Architecture in Byzantium and Armenia (Great Britain:  Variorum, 1995), 17:  “The 
Sanskrit word mandala means circle, and the term is used to describe a ritual circle made for contemplation… 
nothing could be more obvious than the fact that the Byzantine composition places the image of timeless Christ within 
a circle and the circle is within a square which is aligned with the four directions of creation.” 
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 Bragdon has located the four Evangelists as stained glass roundels178 flanking the 

secondary northern gateway, as guardians of this traditionally ominous entrance.  According to 

ancient traditions, the world was considered to be four-square.  Common to most mythologies is 

the belief that each quarter had a “regent” or protector, originating with the four winds.  These 

four guardians of the regions were generally represented by symbols of amorphous persons or 

beasts.  The Evangelists were traditionally represented by the faces of the four-beast symbols:  

man, lion, ox, and eagle.  They would characteristically stand at the four cardinal points, the lion 

to the right or south, and the ox on the left or north.  In Byzantine churches they would fill the 

pendentives of the domed heaven.179   

 Bragdon’s use of the four evangelists to protect the portentous northern gateway was in 

context with the contemporary occult traditions of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn and 

Rosicrucianism.  The late-19th century “Charter of the Golden Dawn”180 (figure 33) was 

protected by the four Evangelists positioned at the cardinal directions and, similar to Bragdon’s 

roundels, they can be seen to be a part of early-20th century “Rosicrucian symbology”181 (figure 

34).  These four figures, placed in the same position with respect to the cardinal directions, were 

part of a commonly used iconography that crossed Eastern and Western cultural and religious 

boundaries.  The names of the deities or saints may have changed, but characteristically there 

were four guardians, one each for the four corners of the world.  Documents and “charters” 

produced by groups such as the Golden Dawn and the Rosicrucians were types of Christian 
 

178 Bragdon referred to this circular design, or roundels, as Japanese mons, many examples of which can be found in 
his scrapbooks in the University of Rochester archives.  According to Carolyn Swanton, Bragdon used to give these 
to his friends as presents.  The First Universalist Church windows were fabricated by the Pike Stained Glass Studios, 
Rochester firm still in existence in 1988.  In Jean France, “Downtown’s Cultural Jewel,” Sunday Democrat and 
Chronicle, October 9, 1988 
179 William Lethaby, Architecture, Mysticism & Myth.  (Great Britain:  Solos Press, 1994 (1891)), 55-57. 
180 From Ellic Howe, The Magicians of the Golden Dawn (New York:  Samuel Weiser, 1972). 
181 From Khei (George Plummer).  Rosicrucian Symbology (New York:  Macoy Publishing and Masonic Supply Co, 
1916).  Tommy McPherson, the Director of the Stickley Museum and a noted scholar of Rosicrucianism and 
American architecture, provided the real name for the alias Khei. 
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Cabala that were based on a conflation of Jewish and Islamic traditions that came to Europe in 

the mid-fifteenth century coupled later with Eastern spiritualist influences that migrated West 

due to the British Imperialist occupation of India.182   

 The symbols that were used in the First Universalist Church may reference the building’s 

Gothic inspiration from sources such as Rosicrucianism and Freemasonry; however, it was 

Bragdon’s intent for the symbolic content of the building to be in the organicism of its form in 

following functional requirements:  “…as the letters on this page convey thoughts to the mind, so 

do the things of the world, organized into a language of symbols, speak to the soul through 

art.”183  Bragdon's use of the word symbol was not in terms of the image of the thing, but in its 

making:  symbol as an artifact of cultural production.  When Bragdon referred to architecture as 

being symbolic of a people’s culture and time, he meant it in the organic sense, in terms of 

materials, methods of construction and emerging technologies, as opposed to the literal use of 

symbols.  According to Bragdon, “the art of civilizations of the past was the very texture of the 

daily life of the people.”184  This project was Bragdon’s opportunity to rectify his complaint a 

few years earlier in 1903 that:  

“…architecture has suffered by reason of the divorce which has been effected 
between it and engineering…  Architecture is no longer the living art it once was, 
because it has failed to develop appropriate and adequate forms of beauty for the 
new materials and methods of construction which have come to be employed.”185   

 
 In looking up into the dome of the nave the constructive necessity of the structural steel 

supporting the dome above can be seen (Plate II.c).  In this image the symbology is visually 

apparent in the use of the rose and the cross, the encircled crossing and the magic square; 
 

182 Books written or published in the 19th century on Rosicrucianism and other types of Christian Cabala wove into 
their religious philosophy aspects of what they understood from the religions of India through reading from the 
volumes of Asiatic Researches (1788) or Max F. Müller’s Sacred Books of the East (1876). 
183 Claude Bragdon, A&D, 153. 
184 ClaudeBragdon, "The Sleeping Beauty," 338. 
185 Claude Bragdon, "The Sleeping Beauty," 339. 
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however, in the framing of the nave is tangible evidence of early 20th century American cultural 

production in the use of structural steel.186  The expressed use of steel as a framework for 

ornament on the interior of a church was unprecedented at this time—its materiality and use as 

an ornamental frieze is representative of this relatively new structural building material.   

 The second floor plan simultaneously shows both the plan and the reflected ceiling plan 

of the sanctuary: to the north and south are the two choir lofts, and to the east is the organ loft; 

however, the reflected ceiling plan is represented with a “belly-button” at its center.  In section, 

this center-point is connected directly to the lantern above. 

 The original First Universalist Church in Rochester was built in 1846 and was 

extensively renovated in 1901 (Plate I.b), which included the addition of many magnificent 

stained glass windows.  In 1907, the parishioners were made a generous offer for the church 

property by real estate promoters.  Bragdon was given the commission for the design of a new 

building to be located a few blocks south of the original church, with the caveat that the stained 

glass windows be incorporated into the new church.  An unusual feature of Bragdon’s design 

was the relocation of the “rose window” to the ceiling at the center of the nave (Plate II.c).   

 The First Universalist Church corresponds to the bodily temple.  In plan, the rose window 

is represented as a navel; in section, it defines the central spine of the sanctuary.  Its literal 

symbolic meaning is the Rosicrucian rose at the intersection of a cross, or encircled crossing—a 

symbol that is repeated as ornament throughout the building.  Symbolically it operates similar to 

the ancient “rose of the winds,”187 which was a guarantee of auspicious orientation.  Its 

functional use is to provide light central to the nave from the octagonal clerestory above.  Like 

 
186 According to the structural steel shop drawings as found in the BFP, the dome is framed-out using a built-up 
riveted steel box girder that spans 36’-8”. 
187 Marco Frascari, “Ichonography:  The Topical Enigma of Architectural Plans,” Terrazzo 3 (n.d.):  125-144. 
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the rose that has smell, a building has breath—the lantern above the rose window ventilates the 

spaces below.  This church provided Bragdon the opportunity to put into operation the 

imaginative idea he had several years earlier for the “village bank” (figure 24)—to use sun and 

wind to breathe life into a building.188  

 Similar to the way Eastern spiritual influences from India were hidden in Bragdon’s neo-

Byzantine First Universalist Church, the Japanese tradition influenced the design of his 

contemporary Frank Lloyd Wright’s Unity Temple (1905).  While Bragdon’s design was driven 

philosophically by Theosophy and the texts Bragdon had been consulting, which embodied the 

long tradition of building in the Eastern world that had been guided by the principles of Vāstu 

Śāstra, Wright’s influences most likely originated from a building he had discovered nearby at 

the 1893 Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition.  The Hō-ō-den was a central square-form 

pavilion constructed by the Japanese on the Wooden Island.  It is likely that Wright was familiar 

with this project, because a catalogue describing the Japanese pavilion and its contents was 

readily available to fair-goers and scale drawings of the Hō-ō-den had appeared in the Inland 

Architect in December 1892 prior to its completion.189

 As documented by Kevin Nute in his book Frank Lloyd Wright in Japan, the Unity 

Temple was likely modeled after the traditional Japanese gongen-style temple plan Wright may 

have seen during his trip to Japan in 1905.190  Typically, the gongen-style temple has an odd-

numbered magic-square main sanctuary linked to a rectangular worship hall.  In Nute’s 

comparison the correspondence between Wright’s Unity Temple and the gongen-style Nikko 

 
188 “…and a skylight in the apex of the dome.  This latter is to be glazed with stained and leaded glass, which may be 
illuminated by a cluster of electric lights above and behind it…  All rooms will be ventilated into flues connecting with 
the main ventilator at the highest part of the dome.”  From Claude Bragdon, “The Village Bank,” 205. 
189 Kevin Nute, Frank Lloyd Wright and Japan (New York:  Routledge, 1993), 48-72. 
190 Nute, Frank Lloyd Wright and Japan, 144-163. 
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Taiyu-in-byo temple is compelling.  That the temple form was its model is evidenced in Wright’s 

persuasion of his client to change the name of the Unity Church to “temple.”191  The general 

organization of Bragdon’s First Universalist Church is similar:  a square sanctuary connected to a 

rectangular meeting hall, albeit significantly more compressed than Wright’s temple.  An 

important difference between the two is that Wright’s imitation of the gongen-style temple form 

is exoteric, readily discernable by comparing the two plans; while Bragdon’s church is an 

esoteric mimesis that was guided by Eastern spiritual architectural principles which were used to 

determine its form, but remain hidden from view within the body of the building. 

 The comparable floor plans may be due to the two architects having had clients with 

similar religious practices and, therefore, similar programmatic needs.  While the faith of the 

Unity Temple was Unitarian and the First Universalist Church was Universalist, the two 

associations were later to merge in 1961 into the Unitarian Universalist Association.192  Bragdon 

and Wright likely knew each other professionally.  The similarities between clients and projects 

must have prompted Wright to meet with Bragdon and visit his church in the summer of 1908.193   

 Although the First Universalist Church’s design is a conflation of Eastern and Western 

Christian traditions, Bragdon’s intention was other than simply replacing a Byzantine Christ the 

Pantokratōr with a Christian rose window.  In 1911 Bragdon wrote “that God works by sacrifice:  

that His universe is itself His broken body.”  At first thought, it would seem that Bragdon was 

referring to Christ; however, he prefaced this comment with “the Golden Person, the Light of the 

World.”194  The “Golden Person” is the puruşa, the cosmic person who is man and God alike.  

 
191 Nute, Frank Lloyd Wright and Japan, 167-170. 
192 Morrison-Reed, Stott and Bramlet, Reaching for the Infinite, 5. 
193 BFP, A.B81, Box 33, diary 1908-1912.  On Friday July 17, 1908 Bragdon and Wright had lunch.  According to 
Bragdon, Wright complemented him on  the church.  Bragdon was probably in Rochester on business; two of his 
houses were built in the prestigious East Avenue district in 1909. 
194 Claude Bragdon, “Symbols:  A Fragment of Thought,” Orpheus 15 (July 1911):  307-311, p.308. 
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Unlike the Byzantine who identifies with Christ through enlightenment and communion, the 

Hindu body-image is inseparable from God, because Brahman is one in both man and the sun—

hence, the Golden Person.  The First Universalist Church is a temple modeled after God’s broken 

body, and as such man’s broken body, which “depends upon the proper subordination of the 

parts to the whole.”195  Used in the design process, this symbolic sacrifice regulates the lines of 

architecture by reconciling functions part by part to be in harmony with the whole, which is what 

makes architecture a “living art” and Bragdon’s architecture organic. 

 The treatment of the material reveals the invisible aspects of a living building.  

Architecture, like the human body, has breath, which is equal to form—in architecture, breath 

translates into light and ventilation, two critical immaterial and immortal qualities.  These are the 

forces of nature that breathe life into architecture, that make architecture a living art.  Writing in 

his notebook, Bragdon distinguished the breath as the immortal, immaterial force:  “Now with 

regard to the body.  Everything except the breath and the ether within the body is material, is 

mortal, is solid or definite.”196  When the notion of breath, which is related to ether or the 

medium through which light travels, is translated into architecture it equilibrates to natural 

ventilation and daylighting.  In Hindu scripture this immaterial source of energy,  

“The magnetic force of the sun, specialized as prāna (which is not the breath 
which goes up and the breath which goes down, but that other, in which the two 
repose), fulfils the same function in the human body as does gold in civilisation, 
sunlight in nature…”197   
 

 Prāna resides in the heart of the golden person, which is the center of the puruşa who is 

man and god alike, material and immaterial, mortal and immortal.  “The sun is the outer Self, the 

 
195 Claude Bragdon, “Mysticism and Architecture,” 13. 
196 This is a reference that Bragdon copied down from Max Müller’s Sacred Books of the East, the Upanişads, as 
found in BFP, A.B81, Box 35, Folders 21. 
197 Claude Bragdon, “Symbols, A Fragment of a Thought,”, 308. 
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inner Self is Breath.”198  When taken as a metaphor for architecture, prāna becomes a notion of 

centering, alignment, orientation to the natural world and a response to environmental 

conditions.  Architecture with prāna becomes a material, visible symbol that responds to 

prevailing social, cultural and environmental conditions. 

 In the section drawing, it is clear that the First Universalist Church corresponds to the 

bodily temple.  This is a schematic drawing and not the final design, which more clearly 

illustrates Bragdon’s imaginative design process than does the final built work.  It is evident that 

the sanctuary was thought of as a brahmasthāna that could communicate directly with the 

cosmos through its central vertical axis mundi.  The light from the clerestory above is channeled 

to the rose window below to become a sun-column for the sanctuary.   

 In summation, the true symbolism in the First Universalist Church is in its expression of 

form and function.  The First Universalist Church is a visible symbol expressing Bragdon’s 

invisible, Theosophic architectural theory that conflated Gothic mysticism and Eastern 

spirituality.  The First Universalist Church is an organic expression of form and function, or 

functional architecture.  Its form was generated from an interior plan created specifically to 

embody the religious philosophy of his clients and to function according to their needs for 

worship.  The constructive necessity of the building structural system is expressed and provides 

the opportunity to be used as an ornamental frieze with words and symbols that represent the 

beliefs of the occupant.  Embodied within this church is a symbolic emphasis on the crossing and 

the cardinal directions, together with encircling—a united duality of polar opposites within one 

“divine androgyne” that Bragdon symbolized through number in the magic square.  The magic 

square is a mathematical creation and operation of the architectural imagination that 

 
198 Bragdon Family Papers, quotation from the Upanişads.  
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demonstrates the cosmological relationship between the body and the building through number, 

geometry and harmonic proportions.  According to Bragdon, Number is the foundation of all 

creation, and because the ideally perfect human form exemplifies all the principles of nature, 

Man is the Magic Square (figure 35).   

 

 
 
Figure 35.  Claude Bragdon, “Man the 
Magic Square,” The New Image, 1928

 

 

 

 



 

Part II:  When Time Stands Still 
 

° Theosophy:  Conflation of Science and Religion 
° Hyperspace Philosophy:  Theosophy, Geometry and the Fourth Dimension 
° Theory of Relativity:  The Special and General Theories 
° Photography:  Capturing Movement through Time 
° Architectural Imagination:  Eastern Spiritual Influences and the Fourth Dimension 

Figure 36.  Claude Bragdon,  
“Sinbad ascends the isometric stairs,” 
The Frozen Fountain, 1932  

 
 
In this image, Sinbad stands still, and yet he “ascends the isometric stairs.”  Each landing is 

demarcated by a magic tesseract pointing to the cardinal and inter-cardinal directions of space.  

Sinbad is frozen in time—his ascension is possible only through our imagining Sinbad’s 

movement as our eyes travel across an image that would extend infinitely in all directions if it 

were not captured in a frame-still.  Our imagining is part of a cinematographical thought process 

of which what we see here is merely one thought-frame.  Sinbad is not depicted perspectivally:  

what we see is not the one moment frozen in time that is characteristic of traditional one- or two-

point perspective rendering, but the imaginary, unbounded, infinite space of the “isometric 

perspective”199 drawing.  Although the use of perspective in drawing and painting is considered 

to be one of the scientific advances of the Renaissance that was preceded by the “isometric” 

rendering techniques of the Middle Ages and ancient China, Bragdon chose this method 

precisely because it is an infinite, unbounded snapshot view of a transition.  It is possible to 
                                                      
199 Bragdon, “Isometric Perspective,” FF, 58-69. 
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conceptualize the above image in this way due to late-19th and early-20th century scientific 

investigations into non-Euclidean geometry and theories of relativity together with innovations 

in methods of documenting movement that forever altered our perceptions of space and time.  

The following will investigate how Claude Bragdon’s architectural theosophy and four-

dimensional geometric demonstrations illustrate a simultaneity of thought originating in ancient 

Eastern religious philosophy that was reiterated in early 20th century imaginings of space-time 

relationships and scientific relativity.  

 

Theosophy:  Conflation of Science and Religion 
 
At the time of his death, Claude Bragdon was working on a manuscript for a book to be entitled 

The Veil of Māyā,200 which he described as a retelling of a tale told in The Stars and the Earth; 

or, Thoughts Upon Space, Time, and Eternity—a book given to him as a child by his father, 

which had been written by Felix Eberty and published anonymously in 1846.201  The Hindu noun 

māyā is formed from the root mā, which means “to measure or lay out” as in the ground plan of a 

building or the creation of the universe, which is the work of the gods.  As such, māyā is all of 

the created world:  an illusion that renders visible the invisible work of the gods, which is 

imperceptible to the human senses.  This concept would be particularly relevant to an architect 

like Bragdon who would regard architectural imaginings as ideas that are held in the mind, which 

are imperceptible to others and invisible until rendered visible through drawing or some other 

means of representation. 

 
200 This book was turned down several times for publication.  It was considered by his family to be the “ravings of an 
old man.” 
201 Bragdon never discovered who the author of this book was.  It was originally written in German by Felix Eberty 
(1812-1884) and was later translated into English. 
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 In brief, by using the phenomenon of light Eberty described in the first part of The Stars 

and the Earth how the past may be present to God simultaneously with its physical manifestation 

in the present.  This same logic undergirded Einstein’s “discovery” of the Theory of Relativity, 

to which he attributed his imagining when he was sixteen years old that he was riding a beam of 

light.202  In the second part, the author demonstrated the unity of the Creator by showing the 

unity of creation as the embodiment of a single thought that occupies neither Space nor Time, 

which are modes of human perception.  In the 1849 "Recommendatory Letter" to The Stars and 

the Earth, the Reverend Thomas Hill stated that the object of science is to unfold the harmony of 

creation and that this book would be a "benefit both to science and religion.  To religion, by 

showing, as far as it goes, that science leads to faith.  To science by pointing out to younger 

students the true spirit in which she should be wooed."203

 The Stars and the Earth is significant to the development of Bragdon's philosophy for the 

following reasons:  firstly, it represents the notion held at the time that there was a relationship 

between science and religion; secondly, it suggests that there is an omnipresence outside of 

human perception; thirdly, it foreshadows the discovery of theories of relativity; and fourthly, 

there are mystical and Eastern Spiritual undertones suggested within the text. 

 Writing in 1946, Bragdon began the “Introduction” to The Veil of Māyā by discussing the 

returned soldier’s view of a world “made clairvoyant by harrowing experiences” due to WWII.  

He stated that the aim of the book was to “minister” to the returned soldier’s need for a “clearer 

vision” and longing for a “nobler war” by venturing “into regions which orthodox science, 

 
202 As found in Robert Scott Root-Bernstein, “Visual Thinking:  The Art of Imagining Reality” Transactions (American 
Philosophical Society) 75, part 6 (1985):  50-67. 
203 Reverend Thomas Hill in the “Recommendatory Letter” to Felix Eberty (Anonymous), The Stars and the Earth; or, 
Thoughts Upon Space, Time, and Eternity (Boston:  Wm. Crosby and H. P. Nichols, 1849). 
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philosophy, and religion seldom explore.”204  Bragdon’s purpose was to re-present unusual 

viewpoints embodied in The Stars and the Earth, W.J. Dunne’s An Experiment with Time, Carl 

du Prel’s Philosophy of Mysticism and a pamphlet, The Eternal Now by Annie Besant.  

Ironically, the content of this manuscript dealt with issues that interested Bragdon throughout his 

lifetime; however, it is the one book where he directly brought science, philosophy and religion 

together using Hindu religious philosophy.  In this book, he used the literary device of beginning 

each chapter or concept using quotations from the Upanişads and then defining space, time and 

eternity within the context of this Eastern spiritual philosophy.   

 This certainly was not the first time he used this ancient Indian text.  His first publication 

entitled Golden Person in the Heart (1898) was modeled after the following quotation from the 

Upanişads:  “There is the ether within the heart, and in it there is the Person (purusha) consisting 

of mind, immortal, golden.”205  Ether is the first element in Hindu philosophy206 and refers to the 

cosmos, or cosmic consciousness.  This quotation illustrates the Hindu philosophy that each 

person on earth is part of the cosmic whole:  the microcosm in man is part of the macrocosm of 

the universe.  The notion of the microcosm in man being one with the macrocosm can also be 

found in the hermetic axiom:  “As above, so below,”207 which Bragdon cites in The Veil of 

Māyā.  This is one of many instances where Bragdon’s mixing of philosophical traditions is 

apparent, in this case the Medieval with the Eastern spiritual.    

 
204 BFP, A.B81, Box 35, folders 18, 19 and 20, August 1946. 
205 Quotations from the Upanishads used in The Veil of Māyā, BFP, A.B81, Box 35, folder 21. 
206 In India Ether is considered to be the first of the five elements and is associated with Sound.  Ether is the primary 
manifestation of the divine Substance.  Out of it unfold, in the evolution of the universe, all the other elements, air, 
fire, water, and earth.  Together Sound and Ether signify the first moment of creation:  Sound because it is the vehicle 
of speech and the conveyor of divine truth and revelation, Ether because it is the medium through which divine 
speech travels.  As found in Heinrich Zimmer, Myths and Symbols in Indian Art and Civilization (Princeton:  Princeton 
University Press Bollingen Series, 1992), 152 (1946). 
207 BFP, A.B81, Box 35, folder 18. 
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 The year 1914 is one of the years that Bragdon was at the height of his profession as an 

architect and as a mystic.  His architectural masterpiece, the New York Central Station in 

Rochester, had just opened to the public in October, 1913 and his practice was busy with other 

commissions.  He was president of the Genesee Lodge of the Theosophical Society.  He often 

gave public lectures on the subject of the fourth dimension to the Theosophical Society locally in 

Rochester, reviews of which were published in the local newspaper.  When he spoke in Toronto 

to the Theosophical Society that year, his talk had been previewed the day before in the Toronto 

Sunday World.  In the Toronto article, Bragdon was introduced as “a man, who, by any standard, 

must be regarded as one of the important men of our time.”208

 Bragdon had similar concerns in 1914 regarding WWI as he had had when he was 

writing The Veil of Māyā.  The public lectures he gave over that summer generally had some 

reference to the war as a preamble to his explanations of the fourth dimension.  His thoughts on 

the fourth dimension were directly related to Theosophy, which he described as being parallel 

with science.  He predicted a reconcilement between religion and science, and a new era of social 

progress.  The reconcilement referred to by Bragdon stemmed from his worldview regarding 

science and religion that could be described as a type of Gothic mysticism that believed the time 

of pre-Renaissance alchemists and mystics to be when science and religion were inseparable.  

According to Bragdon, with the Renaissance came the Inquisition:  the science as practiced by 

“independent and inquiring minds, well typified in such men as Galileo, Giordano Bruno and 

Leonardo de Vinci,” became heretical and by the time of the mid-19th century, “the divergence 

between the scientific and the religious point of view was at its widest.”  Theosophy, to Bragdon, 

 
208 Albert Ernest Stafford (Smythe), “Crusts and Crumbs,” Toronto Sunday World, October 11, 1914. 
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would bring the two viewpoints together again.209  According to Bragdon’s Gothic mysticism, 

science originally came from religion and through Theosophy would again return, heralding a 

new era of art and progress comparable to that of Egypt, Greece and Rome.210  He provided a 

dichotomous description that joins and yet separates the two by looking at science and religion 

together and making the distinction between the physical and the metaphysical, the material and 

the mental: 

“Science is the discovery, by research and reason, of the laws of nature, and the 
application of these laws to life.  Religion is the apprehension and acceptance of a 
law of life, which transcends the power of the purely rational mind to grasp.”211

 
 In short, science deals with phenomena or what can be found in nature and the physical 

world, and religion cannot be comprehended by the rational mind.  Phenomena are perceived 

bodily through sense perception.  According to Bragdon, the difference between physics and 

metaphysics was simply “a difference in degree, and not of kind,” because the “higher functions 

of consciousness—volition, emotion, intellection—appear in some strange way to be correlated 

with the higher powers of numbers and with the corresponding higher developments of 

space.”212

 At this time, science and religion were inseparable entities that were woven together into 

Bragdon’s interpretation of Theosophy.  However, Bragdon made a sharp distinction between 

science and mathematics:  science belongs to the physical and to the realm of sense perception; 

mathematics belongs to the metaphysical and to the realm of intuition.  To Bragdon, writing later 

 
209 Bragdon’s worldview was most probably influenced by his reading of H. P. Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled, which was 
written in two parts:  Volume I, Science; Volume II, Theology.  In this work, Blavatsky criticizes science and religion 
(theology) from a higher, or occultist, point of view.  Isis Unveiled became the model for many later attempts to 
reconcile the two. 
210 In other works he refers to the architecture of Egypt, Greece, Rome and the Middle Ages as being the only 
architecture that was not imitative of other cultures and that was truly representative of the culture at the time. 
211 Claude Bragdon, quoted in “Theosophy and Modern Science,” Rochester Herald, Monday, July 16, 1914. 
212 Claude Bragdon quoted in “New Aspects of Time and Space,” Rochester Herald, Monday November 2, 1914. 
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in 1916 in Four-Dimensional Vistas, mathematics transcended the physical and the phenomenal 

and was a “gift” to the mind and the spirit.  Mathematics allowed the imaginary to exist, even if 

only as an operation of the intellect.  For example, through algebra, mathematics allows for 

impossible quantities such as negative numbers, or imaginary numbers such as √-1.  

Mathematically, through geometry, certain conditions and forms in those conditions can be 

imagined which are neither tangible nor visible to the senses.  Because mathematics is freed both 

from bodily sensation and the rational mind, it allows for an “intuition” of “the pure clarity of 

space relationships.”  To Bragdon, this intuition was a guide into “that undiscovered country 

conceded by mathematics, questioned by science, denied by common sense—The Fourth 

Dimension of Space.”213

 When Bragdon spoke about the fourth dimension, in effect, he was taking the then-

current scientific discoveries such as the Theory of Relativity, investigations into metageometry 

and the geometry of n-dimensions, and was looking back toward the Middle Ages and the 

Gothic, and putting it all together with the ancient Eastern religion and philosophy referred to by 

the Theosophists as the Ancient Wisdom of the East.  According to Bragdon, this Ancient 

Wisdom was “the knowledge and the love of what the Chinese call the Tao, the Hindus the 

Higher Self, the Christians, Christ… it is at once a philosophy, a science, and an art.”214  This is 

an incredibly complex combination of factors that resulted in Bragdon’s unique interpretation of 

the fourth dimension that would later group him with others who would become classified as 

“hyperspace philosophers.”215

 
213 Bragdon, 4DV, 20-22. 
214 Claude Bragdon, Theosophy and the Theosophical Society (Rochester, NY:  Manas Press, 1909), 14. 
215 Linda Henderson, The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in Modern Art (Princeton:  Princeton 
University Press, 1983), 25. 
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Hyperspace Philosophy:   
Theosophy, Geometry and the Fourth Dimension 
 

Bragdon understood Theosophy to be the conflation of science and religion, which he 

represented through demonstrations of four-dimensional geometry.  By 1914 when Bragdon was 

speaking to the Theosophical Society about the fourth dimension, his article “Space and 

Hyperspace” written under the pseudonym of “Tesseract” had been published along with other 

essays in the 1909 Scientific American essay contest for the “best popular explanation of the 

Fourth Dimension.”216  Like most entrants to the contest, Bragdon’s article explained Charles 

Howard Hinton’s217 writings on the fourth dimension; however, his article was unusual in that he 

relied heavily on the 1878 work of J.C.F. Zöllner, the author of Transcendental Physics.218  

Bragdon seems to have been influenced by Zöllner’s argument that relied on the clairvoyancy of 

the American medium Slade to prove that an additional dimension of space must exist.219   

 It is not surprising that Bragdon referred to the work of someone who regarded physics 

from a transcendental perspective; given the date of Zöllner’s publication and its translation by a 

Theosophist, it is likely that Bragdon’s father owned at least one copy of Zöllner’s books as well.  

It seems that Bragdon began to take an interest in the fourth dimension at approximately the 

 
216 As discussed by Henderson, 187-188.  Bragdon, Claude Fayette, “Space and Hyperspace,” by “Tesseract,” in The 
Fourth Dimension Simply Explained:  A Collection of Essays Selected from Those Submitted in the “Scientific 
American”’s Prize Competition, edited by Henry Parker Manning (New York:  Munn & Co., 1910), pp. 91-99.  Bragdon 
paraphrases and quotes Zöllner’s 1878 Quarterly Journal of Science article, “On Space of Four Dimensions.”   
217 Hinton wrote seminal texts on the fourth dimension, most notably A New Era of Thought in 1888 and The Fourth 
Dimension in 1904.  Hinton died in 1907.  Gelett Burgess was familiar with Hinton’s views and shared them with his 
friend Claude Bragdon.  As found in Henderson, 26. 
218 Zöllner’s Transcendental Physics was translated from the German by Charles Carlton Massey (1838-1905), who 
was a prosperous barrister who gave up his practice to serve various spiritual movements and was an early member 
of the Theosophical Society. 
219 Bragdon goes into Zöllner’s work with with great detail in the chapter on “Transcendental Physics,” in 4DV (1916), 
38-45.  During the years before and after the turn of the 20th century, the study of psychic phenomenon was 
considered to be a legitimate branch of scientific study.  The Society for Psychical Research in England, for example, 
included such notables as Henri Bergson and William James. 
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same time he (re)discovered Theosophy.  For this reason, Bragdon’s “hyperspace philosophy” 

developed out of the conflation of the imaginary mathematical operations of four-dimensional 

geometry and the Ancient Wisdom of the East, in such a way that his geometric demonstrations 

of the fourth dimension were actually explanations of the operations of his imagining of a higher, 

cosmic consciousness:  the Higher Space Theory.  This is most evident in his book Man the 

Square that was originally issued as a 15-cent pamphlet in 1912.220

 Man the Square was Theosophical Society “propaganda literature” published by 

Bragdon’s own The Manas Press that was actually distributed free of charge; however, according 

to Bragdon “to make the books appear of some value, I had printed on the cover of each:  “Price, 

twenty-five cents.”221  The pamphlet edition included an “Introduction” by his friend, the 

mathematician Philip Henry Wynne, and a “Preface” by Bragdon that were not published later in 

1913 when it was attached almost as an appendix to A Primer of Higher Space.  Although these 

two books came about due mathematical speculations on higher-dimensional geometry, they 

were distinctly different.  A Primer of Higher Space essentially illustrated Hinton’s The Fourth 

Dimension in terms that the average person could understand.  Bragdon’s representations 

included familiar images that were easy to relate to instead of Hinton’s mathematical 

abstractions, geometric forms and cubes.  On the other hand, Man the Square was a 

Theosophical work that positioned mankind within the framework of the cosmos.222  In these 

two “books” bound as one, he used geometrical demonstrations as a means to make his ideas on 
 

220 In a letter dated February 11, 1912, Otto Albert Julius Penzig, General Secretary of the Theosophical Society in 
Italy, requested permission from Bragdon to translate Man the Square into Italian.  The Italian publication seems to 
have been translated word-for-word and includes both the introduction by Wynne and Bragdon’s preface.   
221 Claude Bragdon, “What I Remember of Annie Besant,” non-published document circa 1933, BFP, Box 34, Folder 
29.  The actual price on the cover was 15 cents, Bragdon probably didn’t remember the actual price.  It is very 
possible that the Italian pamphlet was freely distributed as “propaganda” as well. 
222 In his manuscript notebook he seems to be referring to Man the Square:  “I’ve been so occupied with my regular 
writing for the Theosophical Messenger that I’ve had no time lately for this book [manuscript notebook], but tonight I 
will jot down one or 2 ideas which I can embody later in the essay I’m writing on Theosophy and the Higher Space 
Theory.”  BFP, Box 36, folder 5, April 14, 1909. 
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spirituality both “visible” and palatable to the general public.  For example, he took the notion of 

the fourth dimension as a “higher dimension,” one dimension higher than the third dimension, to 

discuss the “higher dimension” of spirituality. 

 In the preface to Man the Square Bragdon referred to the fourth dimension as the “Higher 

Space Theory,” which came about simultaneously with the “revival of the Ancient Wisdom,”223 

or modern Theosophy.  It is true that both events seemed to have developed at similar times.  The 

most popular writer on the fourth dimension was Hinton and his first major work on the subject, 

A New Era of Thought was published in 1888, later to be followed by The Fourth Dimension in 

1904.  The Theosophical Society was officially formed in 1875 and its founder, Helena Petrovna 

Blavatsky, published Isis Unveiled in 1877 and The Secret Doctrine in 1888.  The dates do 

reasonably coincide; however, the ideas presented in Man the Square and A Primer of Higher 

Space are Bragdon’s alone that came about due to his discovery of four-dimensional geometry 

and his (re)discovery of Theosophy at around the same time.   

 In these two works, Bragdon melded the two notions together into one worldview and 

used each to explain the other.  He referred to this as a marriage between Western and Eastern 

modes of thought, which through their union create one complete whole.  According to Bragdon, 

Theosophy without the mathematical foundation of the Higher Space Theory would appear to be 

“merely mystical and miraculous” and speculations on Higher Space without Theosophy would 

be merely “an interesting exercise of the reasoning faculty, a fairy tale of mathematics.”  

Together, speculating on the fourth dimension provided Theosophy with a “mechanism for its 
 

223 The “revival” to which Bragdon refers is most probably his own personal acceptance of Theosophy.  Blavatsky had 
been discredited in 1886 by Dr. Richard Hodgson of the Society of Psychical Research, which condemned Blavatsky 
as an imposter and the spirits she called the Mahatmas as fictional.  After that, there was a mass exodus of members 
from the Theosophical Society.  The New York Times published an article in 1890 that discredited her and later 
retracted the article in 1892.  Bragdon had copies of these articles.  He “rediscovered” Theosophy in 1908 and to 
vindicate Blavatsky’s name he published Episodes from an Unwritten History in 1910.  According to his 
autobiography, he placed a copy of Episodes next to Gideon’s Bible “in every hotel room in Rochester.” 

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Part II:  When Time Stands Still 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture Hyperspace Philosophy: 
 Theosophy, Geometry and the Fourth Dimension 
Eugenia Victoria Ellis   page 93 
 
 

                                                     

marvels” and knowledge of the wisdom of the East could relate the fourth dimension to “life and 

conduct.”  Bragdon’s intent was for Man the Square to be read as an allegory that could 

analogously correlate “ancient Hindu-Aryan wisdom and modern Higher Space speculation,” 

which through its reading might open windows to the world of the wondrous for its readers, or 

illustrate the higher dimensions of the cosmic consciousness. 

 Bragdon struggled for a long time to come up with a graphic vocabulary to demonstrate 

his Higher Space Theory.  In April of 1909 he was thinking of the fourth dimension in terms of 

an expanding sphere:   

“I conceive life as a growing sphere with all potentialities latent in its very 
core and center.  I conceive of consciousness, i.e. self-consciousness, as always 
identified with the surface of this sphere and as surface is always becoming 
substance by the act of growth.  Everything, from beginning is carried along into 
the surface so that the past sphere may be said to exist in present life of its 
growing surface.  As the sphere expands, relations multiply, complexity develops 
and goes from simplicity.  The process continues until the ultimate limit is 
reached when involution commences.”224   

 

 Perhaps Bragdon had difficulty thinking of a geometric form that could graphically 

represent this concept, because he ultimately chose the cube to demonstrate Higher Space 

Theory.  In his choice of which geometric form to use he possibly could have been looking at 

Edwin Abbott’s Flatland,225 which is a story about a two-dimensional world where the lower-

class inhabitants are squares and the more spiritually-evolved two-dimensional creatures are 

circles.  Or, he could have been looking at the work of someone he knew, Hinton’s An Episode 

of Flatland, a similar, but autobiographical, tale that references Abbott’s work.226  He also could 

 
224 BFP, A.B81, Box 36, folder 5, diary 1909-1912, April 20, 1909.  The early 20th century discussion of involution was 
both in the context of Western understanding of yoga practices (for example, Avalon’s Serpent Power) and in 
Rosicrucian texts (for example, Khei’s Rosicrucian Symbology). 
225 Edwin Abbott, Flatland:  A Romance of Many Dimensions, 1884. 
226 Charles H. Hinton.  An Episode of Flatland (London:  Swann Sonnenschein & Co., 1907). 
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have gone back to the cube, the geometric form Hinton chose to use in The Fourth Dimension as 

an exercise of the imagination in higher-dimensional thinking.  Or, he could have possibly 

remembered something he wrote in his pocket diary in 1890:  “The great difficulty is the 

complexity of its simplicity like showing all four sides of a cube simultaneously.”227  However, 

none of these references associate the square directly with man as a form of consciousness lower 

than the divine, nor is man represented by a cube folded out and down one dimension to assume 

a two-dimensional cruciform shape.  Although he began reading H.P. Blavatsky’s The Secret 

Doctrine earlier in July of 1908, his ultimate analogy of man and square did not occur to him 

until May 1, 1909 when he was comparing the differences between the vision of a medium and 

clairvoyant sight—instead of an expanding sphere, he started thinking of consciousness in terms 

of a cube.228  The image of man as a square in Man the Square most probably came from 

Blavatsky’s book. 

 Man the Square began with two quotations, one from Blavatsky and one from the 

Bible.229  The quotation by Blavatsky describes man as “the mystic square” who “becomes the 

cube on the creative plane.”  Bragdon chose to quote a passage by St. John that describes the city 

of New Jerusalem as being “four square… [t]he length and the breadth and the height of it are 

equal”—in other words, the city is a cube.  These references describe man as a cube on the 

creative plane and the divine city of Jerusalem as being in the form of a cube.  The Blavatsky 

reference that Bragdon omitted is:  “His symbol [man] is the cube unfolded and 6 becoming 7, or 

 
227 BFP, A.B81, Box 33, volume 4, January 1890. 
228 BFP, A.B81, Box 36, folder 5, May 1, 1909. 
229 H.P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine (Los Angeles:  The Theosophy Company, 1964—facsimile of the original 
edition of 1888), Vol. II, p. 39, Third Edition and The Revelation of St. John the Divine, xxi:16, as found in Man the 
Square.  Theosophy literally means the wisdom of god.  It is pantheistic and its teachings combine the mystical with 
the occult, ancient with modern, Eastern with Western religions, and includes Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Hebrew Cabala and Christian Cabala, among others. 
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the ,230 three crossways (the female) and four vertically. . .”231  The Blavatsky quotation alone 

would not be sufficient evidence of her text being the source of Bragdon’s geometric 

representation were it not for this image, which is enlarged and repeated later in Blavatsky’s text 

(figure 37).232  When this image is compared with Bragdon’s image from Man the Square (figure 

38), the similarities are convincing that in searching for a geometric demonstration of his Higher 

Space Theory, Bragdon most probably found it in The Secret Doctrine.   

 
 
Figure 37.  H.P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, 1888. 

 
 
Figure 38.  Claude Bragdon, Man the Square, 1912 

 A decade later, in a letter to a friend, Bragdon validated his analogy of the spiritually 

aware human with the cube and commended himself for instinctually using the cube to represent 

the higher dimensional human: 

“Well, why are you and a few others cubes instead of spheres?  Come gather 
round me while I tell you.  Man can best be thought of as an infinitely expanding 
sphere—from the central point of consciousness he embraces, in his evolution, the 
entire cosmos.  But did you ever reflect that the circumference of an infinite circle 
can be nothing but a straight line:  the surface of an infinite sphere of 0 
curvature?...  Now we have no symbolical representation of an infinite sphere 
other than a cube.”233

                                                      
230 This image of three squares crossing four was published like this in the original text. 
231 H.P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, Vol. II, p. 36. 
232 In this figure Blavatsky refers to the text Hebrew Egyptian Mystery, the Source of Measures as the origin of the 
unfolded cube-man analogy.  This book by J. Ralston Skinner was often cited by Blavatsky.  It was first printed in 
1875. 
233 BFP, letter to Fritz Trautmann dated December 11, 1918. 
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 In summation, according to Bragdon, science is the study of the physical world and 

phenomena, and our scientific knowledge of the world is through sense perception.  Mathematics 

is an operation of the mind related to metaphysics that can lead to an intuition of a world freed 

from the limitations of tangible sense-perceptions.  This intuition is a higher form of 

consciousness that Bragdon correlated with the higher powers of numbers and corresponding 

higher spatial dimensions.  The knowledge of the wisdom of the East is related to the spiritual, 

which is an even higher form of consciousness and differs from the metaphysical speculations 

that can be made visible to the mind allegorically through intellectual operations of higher-

dimensional geometry.  In this light, science, mathematics and Theosophy could be viewed as 

the three corners of the physical/mental/spiritual, or body/mind/soul, triangle.  This is the 

foundation of Bragdon’s Higher Space Theory, which he demonstrated analogically by using the 

metaphor of the square to represent man; however, the higher dimension to which he referred 

was strictly related to Theosophical spirituality within the rubric of a four-dimensional geometry.  

He was referring neither to time nor to four-dimensional geometry, but to Theosophy alone.  

Bragdon’s Higher Space Theory is the space of the Theosophical imagination, the cosmic 

consciousness, where time stands still:  a transcendent, higher dimension that is outside of space 

and time.   

 A Primer of Higher Space was intended for a more general audience outside of the 

Theosophical Society.  For this reason, Man the Square was originally issued independently as 

propaganda through the Theosophical Society; when published with A Primer of Higher Space, 

because of its direct references to Theosophy, the words Higher Space Theory were no longer 

capitalized, and its introduction and preface were not included.  In A Primer of Higher Space the 
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term “higher space theory” was used interchangeably with “higher space hypothesis.”  Writing 

later in 1916 in Four Dimensional Vistas, which blatantly deals with the occult, the two terms 

were capitalized and used interchangeably, although Bragdon was well-aware that a hypothesis 

is an unproven theory.  In his personal notebooks, he consistently used the term “Higher Space 

Theory.” 

 Coincident with the development of Bragdon’s Higher Space Theory were new scientific 

discoveries in space and time that came to be known as the Theory of Relativity.  This theory has 

been most popularly attributed to Albert Einstein and was equally as controversial as hyperspace 

philosophy:  both challenged commonly-held notions of god and the universe, but in different 

ways. 

 

Theory of Relativity:  The Special and General Theories 
 
Writing in the Theosophical journal The Messenger in 1920, Bragdon supported “Ouspensky’s 

impeachment of positivistic philosophy.”234  He described Ouspensky’s philosophy as being 

“transcendental” and “idealistic.”  According to Bragdon, the Russian mystic P. D. Ouspensky 

was led to “this extreme position” first, because of advanced developments in mathematics such 

as non-euclidean geometry to which “the ordinary logic does not apply” and second, by the 

“reductum to absurdum of positivistic (materialistic) philosophy” by the latest researches into 

new hypotheses such as the “theory of relativity” regarding time, space and materiality.  Bragdon 

described this positivistic philosophy as a “cosmic joke” that pointed backward in time toward a 

type of “Mid-Victorian Materialism.” 

 
234 Claude Bragdon, “Ouspensky’s Impeachment of Positivistic Philosophy,” The Messenger 7 (January 1920): 226-
228. 
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 In this article, Bragdon used the characteristic definition of science as being “knowledge 

gained by exact observation and correct thinking.”  In other words, science is the study of 

phenomena.  Bragdon’s interpretation of Ouspensky was that positivistic philosophy assumed 

there to be one cause, physical energy, to be the basis of all phenomena, including the 

phenomena of consciousness.  Ouspensky was quoted as claiming this to be absurd, because 

while phenomena could transform from solids into liquids into gases, and could transform from 

heat into light and pressure into motion, “physical phenomena do not transform themselves into 

the phenomena of life.”  The analogy Ouspensky used was that if this were true, then a rotating 

wheel “could generate an idea.”  Restated, life and consciousness are not dependent functionally 

on physical phenomena, but physical phenomena are the result of life and life results from 

consciousness.  In other words, thought and physical energy are separate entities.  Hinton was 

thinking along similar lines; however he was looking at the “old hypothesis of a soul, a living 

organism within the visible one, [which] appears to me much more rational than the attempt to 

explain life as a form of motion.”235

 Bragdon most probably received his understanding of positivistic philosophy from 

reading Ouspensky’s Tertium Organum where he challenged the artist to be clairvoyant:  to see 

beyond the archetypal phenomenal world into the higher-dimensional world of the noumenal.  

According to Ouspensky, the noumenon was the hidden meaning and the hidden function of a 

thing that was reflected on earth as a phenomenon:  a lower-dimensional image of something 

higher-dimensional.  To Ouspensky the “soul of the artist” had the ability to understand and feel 

the reflection of the noumenon in the phenomenon.  To Ouspensky, the artist “…must see that 

which others do not see:  he must be a magician, must possess the power to make others see that 

 
235 Hinton, The Fourth Dimension (London:  Allen & Unwin, Ltd., 1951 (1904)), 20. 
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which they do not themselves see, but which he does see.”236  Bragdon said something similar:  

“The poet divines from aspects and appearances their hidden meaning, finding therein messages 

to the soul.”237  This could be interpreted to mean that matter and physical energy are 

phenomenal forces of the three-dimensional world and that consciousness is of the higher-

dimensional world of the noumenal.  In other words, positivism stems from the scientific point of 

view based on the measurement of tangible, physical forces and the creative imagination is 

divine regulated by the intangible forces of Nature and the cosmos.  

 The work of Paul Carus will be used to look at the Theory of Relativity, because there are 

some interesting parallels between Carus and Bragdon that will help to contextualize Bragdon 

within the events relating to science and religion in America at the turn of the 20th century.  Like 

Bragdon, Carus had his own publishing company, The Open Court Publishing Company in 

Chicago, and additionally was the editor of a journal, The Monist.  He wrote on and participated 

in the World’s Parliament of Religions at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, in 1902 he 

wrote and published Chinese Philosophy, in 1906 “Reflections on Magic Squares,” in 1907 

Chinese Astrology, in 1908 Foundations of Mathematics, and in 1913 The Principle of Relativity.  

Like Bragdon, in his writings Carus was looking at Eastern religions and at relationships 

between science and religion; however, he was looking from the “New Positivist’s” viewpoint.  

Carus’s philosophy was strikingly different from Bragdon’s, and yet the relationship of the 

physical body to space was important to both of them.  One gets the sense in reading Carus that 

he was writing about things as he sees them and that he was not necessarily a “believer.”  

Without question, Bragdon was a believer. 

 
236 Ouspensky, Tertium Organum:  A Key to the Enigmas of the World, translated by Nicholas Bessaraboff and 
Claude Bragdon (Rochester, NY:  The Manas Press, 1920), 156. 
237 Claude Bragdon, “The Soul of Things,” BFP, Box 34, folder 52. 
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 Writing in The Foundations of Mathematics in 1908, Carus proposed a philosophical way 

he termed the “New Positivism.”  Carus’s philosophy combined the merits of both the 

“empiricist” and the “transcendentalist” schools of thought.  According to Carus, the empiricist 

school derives everything from experience, while the transcendentalist school refers to a type of 

a priori knowledge that is an abstraction outside of experience.  New Positivism establishes a 

new concept of the a priori:  a mental construction that “consists of the stuff that ideas are made 

of, it is mind-made,” which is a product of “pure reflection” that constitutes the “conditions of 

experience.”  In other words, “mind is the product of memory.”238   

 Carus’s New Positivism was experiential and was based on sense perception, which was 

the lens through which he critiqued non-euclidean and n-dimensional geometry.  Although we 

can geometrically extend lines to become planes and planes to become solids, and while Carus 

agreed that the extension into the fourth dimension of a solid to be an undeniable “transcendental 

truth,” he defined space as “elbow-room for motion in all directions” that appears to be of a 

“definite magnitude as much as a stone wall.”  He concluded, “Verily we might more easily 

shatter a rock that impedes our progress than break into the fourth dimension.”  His criticism of 

n-dimensional spaces was that they only exist in the realm of abstract transcendental thought, 

because it was not possible to make them visible to our senses.  To Carus, mathematical space 

was abstract space and was distinct from physiological space, which was the “direct and 

unsophisticated space-conception of the senses.”  Our “thought-forms” may be constructed in the 

realm of empty abstraction; however, they serve as systems of reference “for any of our 

observations in the real world of sense-experience.”239

 
238 Paul Carus, The Foundations of Mathematics (Chicago:  The Open Court Publishing Co., 1908), 38-51. 
239 Carus, The Foundations of Mathematics, 49-90. 
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 Carus may have been influenced by three essays that were originally published in The 

Monist over the years 1901-03, and later published in 1906 as the book Space and Geometry in 

the Light of Physiological, Psychological and Physical Inquiry by Ernst Mach.240  As editor of 

the journal, perhaps he selected these essays because they were consistent with his views.  

Mach’s work was about the relationship of the body to geometry and to the conceptualization of 

space.  He demonstrated that the fundamental truths of geometry are derived from physical 

experience:  for example, by looking at a stretched thread we are able to visualize a straight line 

and reproduce that line in the imagination, because it is a “reviviscence of a prior experience 

with bodies,—an experiment in thought.”  In other words, without the physiological experience, 

we would not be able to imagine.  Our visualizations and sensations of space cannot be 

measured.  However, to Mach, once we have experienced the metrical relations of things 

physically, “then geometrical facts can be reproduced with great facility and certainty in the 

imagination alone,—that is by purely mental experiment. . .  Our sensuous imagings and 

visualizations of space are qualitative, not quantitative nor metrical.”  According to Mach, we 

develop an intuition of space analogically, first, in the physiological sense by the comparison of 

different bodies with one another using physical measures so that the comparability is rendered 

quantitative, and second, by idealizing this perception in the imagination:  “Each person has his 

own individual intuitive space; geometric space is common to all.”  Therefore, the fundamentals 

of geometry are idealizations of experience.241

 
240 In the first chapter “On Physiological, as Distinguished from Geometrical, Space,” Mach refers to Professor 
William James’ theory “according to which every sensation is in part spatial in character . . .”  James was one of the 
Presidents of the Society for Psychical Research. 
241 Ernst Mach, Space and Geometry in the Light of Physiological, Psychological and Physical Inquiry (Chicago:  the 
Open Court Publishing Co., 1906), 61-97. 
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 Mach pointed out that in our idealizations of space we develop symbols to represent these 

ideological concepts, for example √-1 is used to represent an imaginary quantity.242  These 

symbols initially appear to have no meaning, and then take on meaning within the context of 

their use; however, once the symbol’s referent is lost, the symbol no longer has meaning and 

oftentimes can be misused or misconstrued.  In the past, we used corporeal phenomena to 

measure time and space.  For example, Galileo determined time using the beats of the pulse and 

breathing and the “Ancients” estimated space using the hands and the feet.  These systems of 

measurement were relative to the body in time and space:  an analogical system that compares 

bodies with one another, which is in the domain of physics.  According to Mach, all “physical 

determinations are relative” and “likewise all geometrical determinations possess validity only 

relatively to the measure.”243  There was a similar corporeality to Bragdon’s outlook on 

geometry—an intimate connection between the body and the conceptualization of architectural 

space that would seem to be in conflict with his intellectual operations of number and geometry.  

Bragdon’s corporeality was founded in a type of Gothic mysticism that belied his scientific 

speculations on higher space. 

 Similar to his critique of the fourth dimension, Carus wrote a book in 1913 that was 

critical of new scientific developments in physics:  The Principle of Relativity in the Light of the 

Philosophy of Science.  This book’s title suggests that it was modeled after or influenced by 

Mach’s book.  One of the first things he stated in this book is, “The principle of relativity is not 

established by experience but is ultimately based upon reflection and pure ratiocination.  It 

belongs to the category of purely formal thought as much as all arithmetical and geometrical 

 
242A relationship can be conceived between magnitude and direction when √-1 is represented as a mean direction-
proportional between +1 and -1, as found in Mach, Space and Geometry, 104.  
243 Mach, Space and Geometry, 100-139. 
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propositions.”244  In this book Carus referenced Mach’s other writings on physics; however, it is 

clear that many of his arguments were based on Mach’s experiential basis for scientific inquiry 

that can be found in Space and Geometry.  One of Carus’s key arguments against the theory of 

relativity was related to one of his own previous arguments regarding the fourth dimension: 

“The one simplification of formulas is attempted by certain relativists by a 
generalization of time and space into a higher four-dimensional system, and they 
call it a four-dimensional space. . .  The relativists might as well have called their 
four-dimensional space a four-dimensional time.  We abstain from giving it a 
name, but subsume time and space under one and the same category as “form” 
which enables us to view time and space as two inseparable factors of the cosmic 
system of interrelations, and we deem it wise to remember that they are 
different.”245

 

 Carus concluded his book by describing the new conception of the principle of relativity 

as consisting of contradictory and mystifying statements commonly called “the paradoxes of 

relativity.”  Carus’s argument was based on the relativity problem being a philosophical problem 

that “is as old as science,” which has to do with the totality of existence and whether or not it has 

a beginning and an end.  According to Carus, the relativity physicists had made a physical 

problem out of a philosophical question, without the philosophical training to solve some of the 

baffling paradoxes that resulted from their theory, one of which would suggest the concept of a 

beginning and an end to the potentialities of an infinite and eternal universe.246  This viewpoint 

was not surprising coming from someone who was the editor of a journal entitled The Monist, 

someone who most probably would have had a highly developed philosophical viewpoint toward 

monogenesis and the unified whole of the cosmos.   

 
244 Paul Carus, The Principle of Relativity in the Light of the Philosophy of Science (Chicago:  The Open Court 
Publishing Co., 1913), 20. 
245 Paul Carus, The Principle of Relativity, 62. 
246 Paul Carus, The Principle of Relativity, 74-78. 
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 Stephen Hawking’s book, A Brief History of Time,247 was an attempt by another physicist 

to answer similar philosophical questions—this time at the end of the 20th century.  Hawking 

ended his book stating that the theory of relativity has created many paradoxes concerning the 

nature of the universe, which challenge the notion of a divine creator.  In order to give us a 

context for Carus’s and Bragdon’s arguments Hawking’s book will be used to provide a brief 

explanation of the two theories of relativity:  the Special and the General Theory of Relativity.  

Both of these theories ended the notion of absolute time. 

 Light and gravity are the primary physical phenomena that shape the two theories of 

relativity.  When we look at the universe, we are seeing it as it was in the past because the light 

we perceive left the distant stars millions of years ago.  The 1887 Michel-Morley experiment 

provided the basis for Einstein’s speculations.  This experiment proved that the speed of light in 

the direction of the earth’s motion was the same as the speed of light at right angles to the earth’s 

path.  This proof also eliminated the need to consider ether in experiments of this nature.  Ether 

had always been a troublesome consideration in experiments regarding the properties of light, 

because ether’s presence could not be detected.   

 Ether has been known throughout the millennia as one of the five elements of nature as 

identified by ancient Indian belief systems, such as Hinduism and Buddhism.  Although the fifth 

element was not specifically named ether by Plato, he identified four primary geometric solids 

that he related to the four elements of nature (air, earth, water, fire) and a fifth solid that was to 

contain the other four.  Plato identified the fifth geometric solid as the dodecahedron, which 

represented the cosmos and could be interpreted to be the fifth element of nature.  In short, ether 

has always been the stuff of the cosmos and imperceptible by the human senses. 

 
247 Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time (New York:  Bantam Books, 1988). 
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 Almost simultaneously in 1905, both Albert Einstein via physics and Henri Poincaré via 

mathematics concluded that ether was not necessary if the notion of time were to be abandoned.  

The fundamental postulate of the Special Theory of Relativity is that the laws of science should 

be the same for all freely moving observers, no matter what their speed.  The Special Theory of 

Relativity ended the notion of absolute time because simultaneity became the measure of motion 

depending on the observer’s position in space.248  Regarded in this way, time is neither separate 

from nor independent of space, but is combined with it to form space-time.249  In 1908, Hermann 

Minkowski discovered that the local spaces and times of Einstein could be joined into an 

absolute space-time continuum of four dimensions by demonstrating that all four dimensions are 

equipotent and interchangeable.250

 As Carus pointed out in The Principle of Relativity, Einstein was not the first to come up 

with the notion that the measure of motion is relative to the observer’s position and speed.  

Centuries ago Spencer provided the example of a boat that is anchored at the equator:  the boat’s 

captain walks the deck from stem to stern in a direction opposite the earth’s rotation about its 

axis.  Is the captain’s speed his pace, is it the motion of the earth about its axis minus the 

captain’s pace, or is it the previous speed subtracted from the speed of the earth’s motion around 

the sun?  Carus provided as an appendix a work that references Spencer that was written in 1727 

 
248 For example, when two stones fall toward the ground, depending on an observer’s position in space relative to the 
two stones, these stones may appear to strike the ground at the same time for one observer and at different times for 
another observer.  In this way there can be no “absolute time,” because the two times will differ for the two observers: 
the times will appear to be simultaneous for one observer, the other observer will perceive two different times.  This 
theory is based on sense perception:  two perceiving observers of phenomena in space and time. 
249 “According to him [Einstein], space and tine are not absolute quantities imposed on the universe but have 
significance only when relations between events and systems are defined.  The ancient Indian thinkers also stressed 
this aspect.”  As found in Mookerjee and Khanna, The Tantric Way, 100. 
250 Arthur Stanley Eddington, Space, Time and Gravitation (Cambridge, Great Britain:  University Press, 1935), 212 
(1920). 
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by “The Rev. James Bradley on the Motion of the Fixed Stars.”251  Carus’s point was that the 

Special Theory of Relativity has been a philosophical question for centuries. 

 Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity of 1915 was based on the effects of gravity.  

Einstein’s theory predicted that:  1) gravity deflects light, and 2) based on the properties of light, 

gravity alters the measure of time.  The first prediction came true in 1919 when a British 

expedition in West Africa viewed an eclipse that demonstrated that gravity did indeed deflect 

light in such a way that altered its straight path when light passes a large gravitational field such 

as the sun or other massive stars.  The second theory predicted that as light moves upward in the 

earth’s gravitational field, it will lose energy and its frequency will go down, so that to someone 

high up in the atmosphere everything below would appear to move slower.  This prediction came 

true in 1962 when a device was invented that was sensitive enough to measure the speed of a 

clock running on earth versus a clock high above the earth, which verified that the grounded 

clock really did run slower than its atmospheric counterpart. 

 The conception of the geometry of space-time was altered significantly as a consequence 

of the General Theory of Relativity:  due to the effects of the distribution of mass and energy in 

the universe, space-time would not be flat but would be curved.  Bodies in space like the earth 

follow the nearest thing to a straight path, which is similar to the “straight path” an airplane takes 

over the curved surface of the earth.  The orbit of the earth around the sun, coupled with the solar 

system’s movement through curved space, would result in the earth following a straight path 

through the cosmos. 

 According to Stephen Hawking, Einstein’s Theory of Relativity implied that the cosmos 

must have a beginning and an end.  The second law of thermodynamics states that entropy 

 
251 Carus, The Principle of Relativity, 89-105. 
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increases with time, which means that states of being move from order toward disorder, which 

also implies that change is necessary for life and growth.  When the two theories are coupled it 

suggests that at some point in time there must have been a state of infinite density and order, a 

big bang, and an expansion toward disorder.  If the universe is bounded or finite, then at some 

point there would have to be a contraction.  There would have to be a beginning and an end to 

the universe.  However, if the universe were to contract, then time would have to run backwards.  

If the universe is infinite, then it would forever expand toward an increasing state of entropy.  

Hence, one of the paradoxical situations to which Carus objected.  However, Hawking posited 

that when the Theory of Relativity is coupled with quantum mechanics, a new possibility is 

suggested that space and time together might form a finite, four-dimensional space like the 

surface of the earth but with more dimensions, implying a self-contained universe without 

beginning or end.   

 In summation, Carus’s philosophical view of the fourth dimension and the theory of 

relativity was one held by someone who believed in the phenomenality of the world and in 

scientific reasoning based on the tangible, experiential world.  His philosophy was based on a 

type of monism that believed in the eternal and infinite nature of a universe that, if it had a 

beginning and an end, would most probably be cyclical:   

“While the totality of existence, the sum total of our Milky Ways, appears to have 
had a beginning and may after the lapse of immeasurable ages come again to an 
end, we do not deem it excluded that the same process of world-formation may 
start again, as it probably was repeated long before the origin of this our present 
universe.” 

 

 Surprisingly, Carus’s monist philosophy seemed not to have been affected by his interest 

in Eastern spirituality or his research into Chinese philosophy and astrology.  His philosophy of 
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science seemed to be that of someone who based his conclusions on the experiential and the 

phenomenal—it was grounded in the earthly and on physical experience.  If Carus’s philosophy 

was tempered by his religious viewpoint at all, then most probably it was influenced by his 

monism.   

 On the other hand, Claude Bragdon’s religious philosophy cannot be separated from his 

intellectual speculations.  His Theosophical ruminations were expressed through the intellectual 

operations of higher-dimensional geometries; however, he had a deeply imbedded religious 

philosophy of dualism to support this seemingly objective mathematical perspective.  Although 

he alternately considered himself to be “Deist and Atheist,”252 and he was not aware of the 

ancient Eastern origins of his belief system, the worldview he was developing as a youth was 

based on the Ancient Chinese Tao: 

“The secret of all life is alternate attraction and repulsion.  Nature is never in 
equilibrium but ever striving to attain it.  Equilibrium would be death. . . the end 
and aim of every organism is to attain polarity and the degree of perfection of the 
organism is the degree of polarity.”253   

 

 Bragdon would not have known about Hawking’s late-20th century speculations.  

However, Hawking began to suggest something on the order of the workings of the Tao, which is 

an ancient philosophical view of the universe that formed the basis of some of the issues 

regarding geometry and number in architecture that Bragdon was trying to work out.  In a sense, 

Bragdon was talking about entropy; however, a type of entropy that returns on itself in search of 

equilibrium through polarity.  Bragdon’s philosophy and the philosophy of the Tao seem to be 

somewhat consistent with Hawking’s future descriptions of an expanding, curved universe that 

 
252 BFP, A.B81, Box 33, volume 4, January 1890.   
253 BFP, A.B81, Box 33, volume 4, December 1889. 
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turns back on itself:  all is perpetually in motion, not necessarily tending toward disorder, but 

possibly toward unity through the balance of opposites.   

 The issue opened up by the Special Theory of Relativity regarding light, which was based 

on the notion that the light we see here on Earth today is the light of distant stars from millions of 

years ago in the past, coupled with the notion of a divine creator is one of the questions The Stars 

and the Earth set out to address.  If there were a divine creator who is omnipresent, then time 

would stand still and the past and the present would be visible simultaneously to this cosmic 

consciousness.   

 

Photography:  Capturing Movement through Time 
 

When The Stars and the Earth was written in 1846, its author could only imagine as an operation 

of the intellect what it might be like to view the events of the past as simultaneity in the present.  

There were no means developed yet technologically that could present to the eye all at once 

events that had occurred through time.  At just about the same time Eberty was finishing writing 

his book, as per his father’s wishes, Étienne-Jules Marey entered medical school in Paris.  Marey 

was more interested in mechanical engineering and hydraulics than medicine, and therefore, 

focused his research and studies on cardiology and blood circulation.  Early in his career he 

invented a number of instruments that could capture corporeal movement through time and allow 

for their view in a single instant with one graphic representation:  cardiographs, 

encephalographs, oscilloscopes, and so forth.  His inventions have become indispensable to the 

medical profession today. 
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 In 1878 Marey first saw the “gravures”254 of the serial photographs Eadweard Muybridge 

had taken of a horse’s gait that were published in La Nature (figure 39).  These photographs 

could be viewed using a zoetrope, which would reconstitute the movement of the horse’s gait for 

the viewer.  Upon seeing the possibilities that photography opened up for capturing movement, 

Marey began looking toward that medium.  In a letter to his friend and editor of La Nature, 

Marey wrote:   

“. . . I was dreaming of a kind of photographic gun, to seize the bird in a pose or, 
even better, in a series of poses marking the successive phases of the movement 
of its wings…  And then what beautiful zoetropes he [Muybridge] will be able to 
give us:  in them we will see all imaginable animals in their true paces; it will be 
animated zoology.”255

 
 At this point in time, Marey was already anticipating the invention of cinema, although 

for him it was to be for a physiological experiment in capturing the movement of a body in time 

and reconstituting it for scientific study.  By 1881 Marey had invented his first photographic gun.  

It could take a series of twelve pictures of a flying bird or running animal at intervals of 1/720 of 

a second on one rotating octagonal disk.  The twelve postage-sized images could then be cut and 

pasted side-by-side to show the moving body.  This camera could capture the outward form of 

corporeal movement that occurred in instants of time with pictorial detail; however, it 

represented sequential moments in time without the moments in between and without the ability 

to measure the distances between the moments.  There was a profound difference between the 

images this camera made and those produced by the graphing instruments Marey had hoped it 

would replace:  the cardiograph may have had less vivid detail, but it rendered movement as a 

 
254 At this time there was no way to reproduce a photograph in a magazine; instead steel engravings were made of 
the photographs for publication purposes. 
255 Marey to Tissandier, 18 December 1878.  The letter was published in La Nature on 28 December.  In Anita 
Mozley, ed., Eadweard Muybridge:  The Stanford Years, 1872-1882, rev. ed., (Palo Alto:  Stanford University 
Department of Art, 1973), 116, as found in Marta Braun, Picturing Time:  The Work of Étienne-Jules Marey (1830-
1904), (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
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continuous fluid passage.  His hope was to discover a way to emulate the graphic method 

photographically in such a way that he could record movement as a continuous passage in time 

and space. 

 
 
 
Figure 40.  Étienne-Jules Marey, “similgravure” made 
from a chronophotograph of a running man, 
Scientific American, September 1882 

 
 
Figure 39.  Eadweard Muybridge, gravures made 
from his sequence photographs of the gallop, La 
Nature, December 1878. 

 In September 1882 a “similgravure,” or illustration made from a chronophotograph, 

appeared in Scientific American (figure 40).  This one image showed seven sequential shots of a 

man running.  The chronophotographic camera invented by Marey had a slotted-disk shutter that 

rotated allowing for multiple images of a moving body on one photographic plate.  With this 

camera he could scientifically measure intervals in distance and time, because the subject of his 

study was represented by one continuous photographic image.  Marey called this new graphic 

method “chronophotography” (chronophotographie), or time photography.  As Marta Braun 

points out in her book Picturing Time, the chronophotographic images were difficult for the 

public to read and understand at that time.  The 19th-century viewer was accustomed to the 

traditional Western pictorial delineation of time and space that has been depicted since the 

advent of linear perspective in the Renaissance.  When an image occurs within a frame, it was 

traditionally viewed as a temporal and spatial unity:  a single instant in time, in a single space.  

At first, the image in Scientific American was read as seven men running.  Upon closer 
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inspection, viewers realized that it was the same man caught in different positions at different 

times in one image.  Marey’s photographs forever altered the way an image was viewed and 

opened the way to the conceptualization of new realities in time and space. 

 
 
Figure 41.  Étienne-Jules Marey, chronophotograph of Joinville soldier walking, 1883.  The metric 
measurements at the bottom of the images have been emphasized in the negative. 

 By 1883 Marey had devised a method that would change his chronophotography into a 

scientific instrument that could yield results of continuity similar to his earlier instruments for 

measuring the human circulation system.  With this new method he turned his human subjects 

into machines for measuring by isolating their joints, levers and fulcrums:  his study models were 

draped in black and their joints emphasized with shiny buttons that were connected with metal 

bands.  The resulting chronophotographic image was much more like his previous cardiograms 

than a moving picture, and more scientific because the different points in time and space could 

be more easily measured (figure 41).  In character with the practice of traditional science, the 

chronophotographic process was a scientific procedure that measured moving phenomena. 
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 The chronophotograph is much more than a photograph, or a snapshot view of a 

transition,256 which is a two-dimensional representation of three-dimensional form.  The 

chronophotograph allows for the simultaneous viewing of an event through time:  in capturing 

the trace of the projection of a body in motion through space on a single negative, time stands 

still and all phases of a body’s motion can be seen in a single instant.  The chronophotograph 

may be a two-dimensional representation; however, it includes a third dimension, the dimension 

of time.  The chronophotograph becomes four dimensional while it is being viewed by a 

perceiving observer, because the individual instants are seen as a continuum in space and time.  

 Without these types of photographic studies people like Bragdon would have been unable 

to visualize the fourth dimension at the turn of the century.  In A Primer of Higher Space 

Bragdon defined what is thought of as space as more probably that part of “space made 

perceptible” to what the “limited sensuous mechanism” of the body is able to apprehend.  In 

other words, what is thought of as space is what can be perceived as phenomena.  The analogy he 

provided was that our perception of the cosmos is like the “wavering circle of light” cast by the 

“magic lantern” on a wall—we are aware of the two-dimensional image, but not of the wall on 

which the image is projected, which has the added dimensions of thickness and extension in 

other and more directions beyond the image.257  At this time he was familiar with cinema, but he 

chose the older technology of the magic lantern as a modern-day analog of his society’s 

“backward-looking” vantage point that resulted from the limitations of scientific investigations 

that were based on phenomena and the perceiving observer.   

 
256 While not speaking specifically about the fourth dimension, Henri Bergson in Creative Evolution (New York:  Henry 
Holt and Co., 1911), 302, discusses reality as movement, or the continual change of form.  From Bergson’s 
viewpoint, life is an evolution and reality is movement, which is in contrast to the immobility of form. 
257 Bragdon, PHS, 5-6. 
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 Photography and cinema in general influenced the ways he would choose to represent his 

Higher Space Theory.  In 1910 he wrote in his diary: 

“The brilliant idea occurred to me today in the barber’s chair . . .  How familiar 
we have become through photography and moving pictures with the expansibility 
and contractability of space in 2 dimensions as exemplified by the size of the 
original film and the screen image.  Transfer this up 1 space and imagine an equal 
familiarity with the idea of the exapansibility and contractability of a solid.”258

 

 Bragdon was situated in a time period when there was a great deal of interest in visual 

perception and its relationship to motion and time through technological advances such as 

photography and the cinema.  Parallel to this were scientific and mathematical speculations on 

the fourth-dimension, n-dimensional geometries, and the theory of relativity.  There also was a 

world-wide interest in exotic notions related to the “far east.”  In keeping with Theosophy, his 

architecture and works were pantheistic:  all of the above was subsumed into his philosophy in 

one way or another.  This was a “motion and time” scientific slurry in which he found himself 

that included photographic studies of movement, scientific investigations into space and time, 

and mathematical investigations into higher dimensional geometry and reality.  These studies 

provided the scientific data for philosophers like Henri Bergson to be able to speak about 

metaphysical notions by using descriptions such as “the mechanism of our ordinary knowledge is 

of a cinematographical kind.”259  Although not described like this by Bergson, the 

cinematographical thought process is a four-dimensional imagining when time stands still in the 

mind’s eye while an image is held there and contemplated by being “looked at from all angles,” 

mentally rotating in the space of the inner imagination.260  Theosophy related this four-

 
258 BFP, A.B81, Box 36, folder 5, diary 1909-1912, July 9, 1910. 
259 Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution, 306. 
260 Roger N. Shepard and Lynn A. Cooper, Mental Images and Their Transformations (Cambridge, MA: the MIT 
Press, 1982) provided the background information for this interpretation of the four-dimensional imagination. 
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dimensional space of the imagination to the spiritual upward movement toward a higher plane of 

consciousness. 

 These influences on early 20th century America were expressed by Bragdon in the final 

two paragraphs of his 1920 article entitled:  “New Concepts of Time and Space.”  He ended this 

article on a positive note regarding the Theory of Relativity.  Bragdon asserted that the Theory of 

Relativity instigated the query into seeking explanations of phenomena, which further opened the 

door to looking for “a higher order of phenomena altogether—in consciousness.”  He 

recommended that the way to find this was to turn one’s back toward the movie screen and 

follow the source of light until it leads “to the booth, and finally to the film and the lantern.”  If 

so, Western science will arrive “at the same conclusion as Eastern mysticism:  that materiality is 

only māyā, illusion—the mirror of consciousness.”261  Bragdon has referred to materiality as the 

“mirror of consciousness”262 before; however, this is the first time he gave it the name māyā. 

 In 1946 when Bragdon was writing The Veil of Māyā, he pointed out that since the 

Theory of Relativity greatly simplified things by treating time as though it were a dimension of 

space, “why are we so completely the victims of the time illusion?”  He suggested that it was 

because we cannot see the four-dimensional world in its entirety and all at once.  Although he 

did not use this comparison, it would be somewhat like the difference between Muybridge’s 

serial photographs and Marey’s chronophotographs:  the first is viewed frame-by-frame, and the 

second is viewed in its entirety.  The image one builds up from looking at the serial photographs 

occurs through time by mentally stitching the photographs together to get an impression of the 

whole movement, or else a zoetrope can be used to reconstitute the movement.  The 

chronophotogaph presents to the viewer all past moments in time in a single glance in the 
 

261 Claude Bragdon, “New Concepts of Time and Space,” Dial 68 (February 1920):  187-191. 
262 Claude Bragdon, 4DV (1916), 57. 
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present.  Bragdon contended that the fact that we can even “think” of a fourth dimension would 

suggest that our minds are four-dimensional and that we are merely being held back by the 

limitations of our own psychophysical sense perceptions.  However, according to Bragdon, when 

consciousness is in its free state, freed from the physical limitations of the body, then “each 

passing moment, past, present, and future may be presented simultaneously instead of in 

sequence.”263  To Bragdon, evidence for this could be found in the dream-state, when 

consciousness is freed from the limitations of physical reality by being in a higher space and 

higher time—phenomena from the subconscious such as dreams, trance, and ecstasy furnish the 

proof:  “unimaginable velocity of time in dreams, under anaesthetics, in trance and under 

hypnotism, showing that consciousness had a different time scale from that of waking life.”264

 

Architectural Imagination:   
Eastern Spiritual Influences and the Fourth Dimension 
 
The dream-like state is the space of the imagination where time stands still in the inner landscape 

of the mind’s eye.  This is the higher state of consciousness discussed in Bragdon’s Theosophic 

Higher Space Theory and is also the imaginative state of his architectural theosophy.  In The 

Frozen Fountain (1932), the symbological character Sin(d)bad takes the reader on a fantastic 

journey through architectural theory into the “world of the wondrous” as seen through the eyes 

of the book’s author.  This “world” has to do with the architectural imagination and, although not 

specifically described as such, consists of lessons in architectural theosophy.  Bragdon used 

illustrations of Sinbad in symbolical situations and surroundings intended to be in and of 

 
263 BFP, The Veil of Māyā, A.B81, Box 35, Folder 18, August 1, 1946. 
264 As reported regarding Claude Bragdon’s talk to the Theosophical Society, “New Aspects of Time and Space,” in 
the Rochester Herald Monday November 2, 1914. 
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themselves self-explanatory as an “ancient device” to lead the reader of his day visually through 

an intellectually complex array of fundamental architectural principles.  This book was intended 

to be the final distillation of many years of thought and includes in part some of the content from 

previous works, especially Projective Ornament (1915) and A Primer of Higher Space (1913). 

 
 
Figure 42.  Winsor McCay, Little Nemo in Slumberland, 1905. 

 Bragdon’s character Sinbad was modeled after Scheherazade’s character in the 

Thousand-and-One Tales of the Arabian Nights, which were bedtime stories.  Although he did 

not attribute an inspiration to his Sinbad “cartoons,” most probably his illustrations were 

modeled after the Sunday comics in the New York Tribune, “Little Nemo in Slumberland” 

(figure 42), authored by Winsor McCay.265  Little Nemo was published in the form of a comic 

strip that depicted a series of events in succession in time and place in a manner that pre-figured 

the film strip of the motion picture.  McCay was one of the first cartoonists in America who 

additionally created the first publicly shown animated cartoon in 1911, “Gertie the Dinosaur.” 

 Little Nemo’s influence is significant to a discussion on Bragdon and the four-

dimensional imagination because it was a cartoon strip that represented the activities of a 

 
265 Bragdon discusses his admiration for McCay in MLO, 49-50. 
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character that took place in a dream:  the lead character Little Nemo was carried on the back of 

his steed Somnus266 from one adventure to another that took place in the exotic lands of the East.  

In the comic strip, the individual frame-stills are attenuated and panoramic, which requires 

movement of the eye through time to fully appreciate their content.  In figure 42 McCay used the 

lines of force of the individual characters to create movement through space and time in its one 

frame-still:  the camel is coiled backwards, visually releasing Little Nemo and Somnus to spring 

forward to join the kangaroo and other animals in leaping out of the frame.  As a way of 

animating the figures in his other illustrations, McCay might show the tail-end of a figure to 

allow his readers to imagine the other half that had already moved beyond the frame.  McCay set 

out his comic strips like the frame-stills of Muybridge’s serial photographs.  In determining the 

running positions of his animal figures, McCay was undoubtedly influenced by the Muybridge’s 

photographic studies of the consecutive phases of animal movements, which were published in 

1887 as Animal Locomotion.267

 The four-dimensional attributes of the imaginative dream-state was a connection that 

Bragdon made to the activity of architectural imagining.  The inspirational dream-like state is a 

vision that Bragdon considered to be commonly misunderstood as “irrational.”  In Four-

Dimensional Vistas, he referred to Henri Bergson’s comparison of “the play of reason upon 

phenomena to the action of a cinematograph machine which reproduces the effect of motion by 

flashing upon the screen a correlated series of fixed images.  In like manner the reason dissects 

the flux of life and presents it to consciousness part by part, but never as a whole.”268  In other 

words, reason through ratiocination is “rational” because it dissects the cinema of life into its 

 
266 Somnus is the Latin word for sleep or slumber. 
267 Eadweard Muybridge, Animal Locomotion (Philadelphia:  University of Pennsylvania, 1887). 
268 Claude Bragdon, 4DV (1916), 124.  Bragdon is referring to the passage in Bergson, Creative Evolution, 305.  
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individual frame-stills, leaving out the movement of life, which is the aspect of living that makes 

things alive.  In the passage Bragdon referenced, Bergson stated that the movement is in the 

“apparatus” of the cinematograph machine, not in the play of life that is projected on the screen.  

Analogously, if what is perceived in consciousness is presented there part-by-part by reason as 

individual frame-stills, then the subconscious would be where the whole cinema of life would 

play out.   

 The dimensional play of sliding between states of consciousness and dimensions of space 

Bragdon carried freely from Theosophy to architecture to architectural imagining—the source of 

his thinking he credited to having come from “Out of the East.”  For example, Bragdon wrote:   

“Arthur Schopenhauer, the great philosopher, predicted in the forepart of the 19th 
century, when the sacred books of India were first made known to European 
culture, that the influence on the western world of this then newly discovered 
ancient wisdom would be as great as was the influence of the recovered art and 
literature of ancient Greece and Rome, which resulted in the Renaissance.”269

 

 In another work, entitled The Small Old Path, Bragdon outlined four channels through 

which the Ancient Wisdom of the East had entered the consciousness of the early 20th century 

Western world.  The first he identified as the translation of the Sacred Books of the East, the 

literature that developed as a result, and the “importation and interpretation of works of Oriental 

art—an art which is in its very nature religious and symbolical.”270  The sacred books mentioned 

by Bragdon was a 50-volume set translated by “various Oriental scholars” and edited by F. Max 

Müller in the late-19th century.  The literature Bragdon referenced included books he was reading 

written by Schopenhauer and “transcendentalists” like Emerson and Thoreau, among others.271

 
269 Claude Bragdon, “Out of the East,” Biosophical Review VIII/1 (Winter 1945):  3-4. 
270 Claude Bragdon, The Small Old Path (Rochester:  The Manas Press, 1911):  6-7. 
271 Bragdon was referring to a new wave of orientalism that was based on a scholarly attempt to understand Eastern 
religious culture and their texts for what they were.  This interest in Eastern religious and philosophical texts began 
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 Bragdon attributed the second influence to the “sympathetic presentation of Eastern ideas 

and ideals by such men as the late Sir Edwin Arnold, the late Lafcadio Hearn and Fielding Hall, 

together with the work of many writers of less note, who have experienced the potency at first 

hand.”272   

 The third influence Bragdon cited was “the missionary movement to the West,” which he 

credited to having been “inaugurated by the late Swami Vivekananda in his now historic 

address” at the World’s Parliament of Religions at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition.   

 According to Bragdon, the fourth influence was “modern Theosophy,” the “most 

comprehensive, precise and authoritative re-statement of the Ancient Wisdom.”  The modern 

Theosophy Bragdon was talking about could be found in the written works of Blavatsky and 

those who followed her, especially Annie Besant, Charles Leadbeater, and Claude Falls Wright, 

whose books Bragdon was avidly reading.  The birthplace of this Ancient Wisdom, according to 

Bragdon, was just south of the Himalayas in India, where it moved “westward to Assyria and 

Egypt; to Judea, to Greece, to Rome; eastward and northward to China and Thibet, Japan and 

Korea, ramifying in every direction like the branches of a great tree.”273   

 For this reason, most of the occult influences that were woven into Bragdon’s Higher 

Space Theory can be traced to Western interpretations of Hindu and Buddhist religious 

philosophy, coupled with the Gothic mysticism he had developed earlier in his life when 

researching Medieval hermetic texts.  From this standpoint, the influences on Bragdon’s 

architectural theosophy could be looked at analogously through a mind-body relationship:  1) the 

 
with the Schlegal brothers learning Sanskrit early in the 19th century and the German scholarship that resulted, which 
culminated in Max Müller’s comprehensive collection that became available to interested late-19th century 
Theosophical Society members. 
272 Claude Bragdon, The Small Old Path, 7. 
273 Claude Bragdon, The Small Old Path, 11. 
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“body” of the building being governed by medieval notions of the geometric relationships 

between the body and the building; and 2) the “mind” of the design being a result of the 

intellectual operations of higher-dimensional geometries that occur in the architectural 

imagination. 

 
 
 

Figure 43.  
C. Howard Hinton,  
The Fourth Dimension, 1904:  
“…the permanent existence of the 
spiral is experienced as a time 
series—the record of traversing 
the spiral is a point moving in a 
circle.”  In Bragdon’s terms, freed 
from the plane, the multi-
dimensional concept of time is a 
vertical movement like walking up 
a ladder. 

 Bragdon began incorporating the notion that there was a 

relationship between the intellectual operations of higher 

consciousness and the Eastern spiritual imagination through the 

dream-state when he was working out his thoughts in one of his 

early notebooks of 1891:  “Sleep, which to us seems 

unconsciousness, is in reality the period of consciousness to the 

true personality, the ephemeral man by the unconscious.  This is 

the Brahman’s doctrine, at any rate.”274  He would later in 1910 

refer to the fourth dimension of time in terms of the Hindu 

yugas, which is a recurring cycle of time that occurs over many 

thousands of years:  “Time a one space “curved” in higher 

space… and returning upon itself.  This explains the yugas or 

time cycles of Hinduism.  The return of time illustrated in the 

return of a note in its octave, the return of the year, etc.”275  He coupled these ideas together with 

his Higher Space Theory so that Bragdon’s time did not move in one dimension as commonly 

conceived, nor was it cyclical like the yugas, but it was many-dimensional by moving in a 

recurring spiral:  “for the earth’s path, by reason of the sun’s motion, is a spiral.”276   

                                                      
274 BFP, A.B81, Box 36, folder 2, vol. 2, April 24, 1891. 
275 BFP, A.B81, Box 36, folder 5, September 6, 1910. 
276 Claude Bragdon, The Small Old Path, 15. 
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 These cyclical recurrences might explain Eastern spiritual beliefs like karma and 

reincarnation, because consciousness is freed from the body and movement through time 

becomes spatial.  Bragdon compared the cycle of time to walking up the rungs of a ladder:  if 

time is like a spiral, then one could stay in the same position of the cycle, and just move one-

dimensionally upwards or downwards throughout the cycle of time—which explains why history 

might repeat itself (figure 43).  This also offers a reason as to why an individual who has led a 

good or bad life might have good or bad karma, and might be moving up or down the ladder in 

reincarnation and through time.  The notion of reincarnation opens up the view of the human 

soul as a palimpsest of lives:  “we are beginning to think of the mind… as some ancient 

parchment many times written over, and bearing still tracings of experiences accumulated 

through the ages in antecedent lives.”277

 Bragdon had an intuitive understanding of the Eastern spiritual imagination from working 

out his ideas in his notebooks informed by having read Schopenhauer’s and Blavatsky’s books 

together with looking at Western translations of original Eastern sources such as the Sacred 

Books of the East and the Upanişads.  His mind may have been opened up to this intuitive 

understanding due to a dream he had had in 1890 while living in Buffalo: 

“One night while lying in my bed waiting for sleep to overcome me, I felt 
throughout all my body a drawing upward.  It began with my hands and feet, 
which became “shod with marble, gloved with lead.”  Next my limbs became 
inanimate, and all my vitality seemed concentrated in my torso, whence I could 
feel it flowing upward through my thorax, like a liquid through the neck of a 
bottle.  My breathing at the same time underwent a change, the breath appearing 
to come effortlessly from somewhere deep within myself instead of being drawn 
from without, through the nostrils…  this emptying process went on for a long 
time…  until I lay paralysed, unable to move, alive only as to my head.  When this 
life-force or life-fluid began to flow out through the top of my head, I became for 

 
277 Claude Bragdon, “Out of the East,” 3. 
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the first time frightened, fearing that if this continued I would leave my 
body…”278

 

 This dream describes an experience somewhat like the consciousness-expanding 

experience one might encounter in the practice of kundalini-yoga.  In his early notebooks he was 

thinking about Indian religious philosophy, but was not necessarily using the word yoga.  

However, in January of 1909 of one of his later notebooks, he did refer to “Nirvana,” which is a 

term used by Buddhism similar to the kundalini experience.  There was a proliferation of 

literature on yoga being generated around the world at the turn of the century.  After the Swami 

Vivekananda’s “historic address” at the World's Parliament of Religions, Vivekananda lectured 

widely in the United States in 1895 and 1896, and his book Raja-Yoga, written in English and 

compiled from those lectures, was translated and published in Russia in 1906.  It was one of 

many books on yoga, Theosophy, and related subjects that enjoyed world-wide popularity at that 

time.  Bragdon would later include chapters on yoga in several of his books, and two of his 

books were devoted entirely to yoga.279  By this time he definitely was knowledgeable about the 

kundalini consciousness-expanding experience, which is evidenced in his drawing of a later date 

(figure 20) where he was investigating the energy forces within the body and possibilities for the 

breath and thought to inform the creative imagination. 

 Bragdon was approached by Nicholas Bessaraboff in 1918 to take his literal English 

translation of Ouspensky's Tertium Organum and turn it into prose.  Although Bragdon had been 

speaking publicly about WWI since 1914, the war had only really been intellectualized by him 

up until then.  Only after he had met Bessaraboff did the war in Europe become a reality:  “The 

 
278 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 283-284. 
279 Claude Bragdon, An Introduction to Yoga (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1933) and Yoga For You (New York:  Alfred 
A. Knopf, 1943). 
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Russian is a real Bolshoviki, filling us with admiration, affection, despair and dread.  We 

understand the Russian revolution through him, better perhaps, than it can be understood in any 

other way.”280   

 In 1913 the Russian-born Peter Ouspensky (1878-1947)281 departed for Egypt and India 

in “search of the miraculous” after having read Claude Bragdon's Man the Square (1912).282  

Ouspensky was a journalist and occult writer who had inherited mathematical talents from his 

father.  In 1908 he began extensively reading Theosophical and occult literature and he published 

his first book on the fourth dimension in 1910.  After Ouspensky's return from the East, he 

corrected and supplemented his 1911 book Tertium Organum and republished this second 

Russian edition in 1915, which subsequently found its way into Bragdon's hands in 1918.  In 

Tertium Organum Ouspensky wove together the mathematical logic of a space of four, or more, 

dimensions with notions of achieving “cosmic consciousness.”283  While not specifically about 

yoga, the mystical, occult and eastern philosophical sources of Taoism, Hinduism and Buddhism 

are readily apparent in the text.   

 Ouspensky's later book A New Model of the Universe (written over the period 1914-30) 

had an entire chapter devoted to it entitled “What is Yoga?”  In the introduction to this chapter, 

Ouspensky stated that the sciences of yoga in India were kept secret for a long, long time; 

 
280 BFP, letter from Bragdon to Fritz Trautmann dated December 11, 1918. 
281 The spelling of Ouspensky’s name in this dissertation is consistent with its transliteration during Bragdon’s time. 
282 There is no documentation as to how Ouspensky obtained a copy of Man the Square.  It is very likely that Man the 
Square was distributed free along with other Theosophical pamphlets.  It seems probable that since he was 
interested in Theosophy and was avidly reading Theosophical works that he obtained the book through Theosophical 
sources.  We do know that he had a copy of the book because in the author's preface to the second English edition of 
Tertium Organum (1921) he writes, "Also, it is especially pleasant for me to remember that a number of years ago Mr. 
Bragdon's Man the Square reached me in Petrograd, and that I, not knowing Mr. Bragdon's other works at all, 
selected this little book from a whole series received from abroad, as one which carried the message of a common 
thought, a common understanding."  We know he read it before travelling to India because in a letter to Bragdon he 
writes, "The fact is that I know this small book very well and like it immensely.  I had it in Petersburg before my 
travelling to India" (10 April 1921 [Bragdon Family Papers, University of Rochester archives]). 
283 In Tertium Organum Ouspensky quotes extensively from the Canadian psychiatrist and mystic Richard M. Bucke's 
book Cosmic Consciousness (Philadelphia:  Innes, 1901), which first appeared in Russia in 1915. 

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Part II:  When Time Stands Still 
The Regulating Lines of Architectural Imagination: 
Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture Eastern Spiritual Influences and the Fourth Dimension 
Eugenia Victoria Ellis  page 125 
 
 

                                                     

however, that had not really been necessary because in order to understand yoga one must have 

“direct oral tuition and explanation.”  The books “may be accessible to all and yet hidden from 

all except those who know how to read them”—which is true for any religious teaching for those 

without the background for its understanding.  According to Ouspensky there were five types of 

yoga practices, all of which were directed toward the “opening up of higher consciousness.”  In 

summation, “In reality Yoga is the Key to all the ancient wisdom of the East.”284   

 According to Ouspensky the window to the “world of the wondrous” could only be 

opened when one recognized “the reality of the world of many dimensions.”  This is an “inner 

affinity” that comes out of mastering the “fundamental principles of higher logic,” or “a space of 

higher dimensions.”  In speaking of a space of higher dimensions, Ouspensky mixed his Eastern 

spiritual references.  On the one hand, without stating it as such, he referred to the Chinese Tao 

by stating that one needed to recognize that the “duality of the world” is an unreal condition, and 

that “the unity of all opposites, is necessary for the comprehension of higher logic.”  And on the 

other hand, after one has opened the window to the wondrous:  “This sensation of light and of 

unlimited joy is experienced at the moment of the expansion of consciousness (the unfoldment of 

the mystical lotus of the Hindu yogi), at the moment of the sensation of infinity, and it yields also 

the sensation of darkness and of unlimited horror.”285  Although Ouspensky did not identify it as 

such, and perhaps it was one of the mysteries he was unable to uncover while he was in India, he 

seemed to be referring to the tantric practice of kundalini-yoga whereby one has to pass through 

a death-like experience in order to be reborn, or experience the Kundalini awakening. 

 
284 P. D. Ouspensky, A New Model of the Universe (New York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 1934), 242-249. 
285 Ouspensky, Tertium Organum, 265-273. 
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Figure  44.  Claude Bragdon, Yoga for You,  
1943, “The Occult Anatomy of the Human Figure,”  
by Rahaanii.

 Kundalini-yoga is literally a 

consciousness-expanding experience.  Tantra is a 

Sanskrit word derived from the root tan-, to 

expand, and refers to the knowledge of a 

systematic and scientific experimental method 

used for the expansion of consciousness.286  The 

teaching of tantra is based on the concept that 

reality is unity, an indivisible whole comprised of 

two equal and balanced parts:  the male principle 

known as Puruşa (Cosmic Consciousness) 

conjoined with the female principle Prakriti 

(Cosmic Force of Nature).287

 The Sanskrit word kundalini literally means “coiled-up.”  The coiled kundalini is 

represented by the serpent and is the female energy that exists in latent form, lying asleep in the 

first chakra of the human body located at the base of the spine (figure 44).  There are seven 

chakras total, the seventh of which is located outside the skull just above the head.  Each chakra 

is represented by a lotus of different numbers of petals.  In tantric art the lotus represents the 

unfolding of the Self and the expanding of consciousness. 

 The object of the tantric practice of kundalini-yoga is to awaken this cosmic energy and 

cause it to unite with Siva, the Pure Consciousness pervading the whole universe.288  When 

kundalini is struck, she awakens, uncoils, and begins to rise upwards like a fiery serpent, 

                                                      
286 Mookerjee and Khanna, The Tantric Way, 9. 
287 Mookerjee and Khanna, The Tantric Way, 15. 
288 Ajit Mookerjee, Kundalini:  The Arousal of Inner Energy (Rochester, Vermont:  Destiny Books, 1986), 9. 
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breaking upon each chakra as she ascends.289  If the body is a temple, then kundalini is the “fire 

at the center” of its axis mundi.  The kundalini energy does not shoot up in a straight line, but at 

each stage of its unfolding unties the knots of different energies.  Each successive unlocking 

brings transformation to the individual.   

 According to tantric philosophy, when the mind is attached to worldliness, consciousness 

dwells in the three lower chakras.  Here there are no high ideals or pure thoughts; one's thoughts 

remain immersed in lust and greed.  The Purusha is seen at the fourth chakra, the heart 

chakra,290 the home of Bragdon’s “golden person in the heart.”  Spiritual awakening comes when 

the mind rises to this fourth center.  By the time the mind reaches the sixth center between the 

eyebrows, one becomes merged in divine consciousness.  The activation of this chakra, the Ajna 

chakra, gives the initiate inner vision, a simultaneous knowledge of things as they really are, as 

the cosmic consciousness begins to open at this center, or the “third eye.”  In Taoism this is 

where the inner landscape of the mind's eye is located.  When the seventh chakra is reached, the 

initiate is united with Siva, becoming one with the cosmic consciousness.  The seventh center is 

located outside of the body in the realm of the cosmos.  In opening this center one achieves 

transcendental consciousness and realizes oneness with God.291  Bragdon’s 1890 dream 

described the kundalini experience of reaching the seventh chakra, which is when the body’s 

life-force flows out of the top of the head to become one with the cosmic consciousness. 

 In Four-Dimensional Vistas, Bragdon described accessing higher functions of 

consciousness as an evolution that continuously pushes back the “boundary between 

representation and reality,” which is a spatial conquest.  “We may conceive of space as of an 

 
289 Mookerjee, Kundalini, 24. 
290 Mookerjee, Kundalini, 49. 
291 Mookerjee, Kundalini, 75. 
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infinite number of dimensions, and of consciousness as a moving—or rather as an expanding—

point…”292  This analogy could refer to his earlier speculation that looked at higher 

consciousness as an expanding sphere; however, this description is uncannily close to the Indian 

concept of bindu.  In tantra, the bindu is the point of zero-dimension, located at the center of 

expanding consciousness.  The bindu expands toward infinity and returns again.  As the center, 

and as a point, it signifies the starting-point in the unfolding of inner space, which is the 

beginning of the expansion of consciousness, as well as the last point of its ultimate integration 

where it returns again to the point of zero-dimension.293  The aim of the expansion of 

consciousness in tantric practices is to achieve the kundalini-awakening, or cosmic 

consciousness. 

 In Bragdon’s early notebooks he was working out his ideas about architecture and 

spirituality, which is why it is understandable that he would be drawn to Hinton’s work, because 

Hinton, too, was speculating on the fourth dimension and comparing it with Eastern spiritual 

philosophy.  Hinton understandably began his “first chapter in the history of four space” with 

ancient Greece by looking at Parmenides whom he associated with “Asiatic thinkers.”  Without 

going into the specifics of Parmenides’s doctrine, it is important to note that Hinton was taking 

this ancient source and analogously bringing it together with his understanding of ancient 

Eastern spiritual thought.  Hinton described time as “the succession of consciousness, separate as 

it is in parts, in its entirety is one vast unity.”  He modified Parmenides’s doctrine as a means of 

“representing phases of that Eastern thought, to which Parmenides was no stranger.”  In the end 

he admitted that he may have modified Parmenides’s doctrine to demonstrate a correspondence 

 
292 Bragdon, 4DV (1923), 36.  Also in Claude Bragdon, “Learning to Think in Terms of Spaces,” The Forum (August 
1914):  196-202. 
293 Mookerjee and Khanna, The Tantric Way, 54-55. 
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between kindred forms of thought.  He concluded with, “Either one of two things must be true—

that four-dimensional conceptions give a wonderful power of representing the thought of the 

East, or that the thinkers of the East must have been looking at and regarding four-dimensional 

existence.”294   

 Hinton equated the four-dimensional thought process to the Eastern way of thinking.  

Toward the end of the book he found a practical “use of four dimensions in thought.”  The 

example he provided is the engineer’s drawings, which include drawings of machines and 

diagrams of how the machines work:  “They are not the pictures of anything really existing, but 

enable him to think about the relations which exist in his mechanisms.”295  These kinds of 

drawings make visible the invisible world of the movement of the mechanism at work in the 

machine.  These drawings are ideal constructions that represent the relations of things that can be 

revealed to the perceiving mind in the four-dimensional space of the imagination.  In a manner 

similar to Hinton and perhaps inspired by him as well, Bragdon described the mechanism of the 

architectural imagination in Four-Dimensional Vistas: 

“Consider for example the evolution of a building from its inception to its 
completion.  It exists first of all in the mind of the architect, and there it is 
indubitably higher-spatial, for he can interpenetrate and examine every part, and 
he can consider it all at once, viewing it simultaneously from without and from 
within, just as one would be able to do in a space of four dimensions.  He begins 
to give his idea physical embodiment by making with a pencil-point, lines on a 
plane (a piece of paper), the third dimension being represented by means of the 
other two.  Next (if he is careful and wise) he makes a model in three dimensions.  
From the architect’s drawings the engineer establishes his points, lays out his 
angles and runs his lines upon the site itself.  The mason follows, and with his 
footing-courses makes ponderable and permanent the lines of the engineer.  These 
lines become in due course walls—vertical planes; floors and roofs—horizontal 
planes—follow, until some portion of three-dimensional space has been 
enclosed.”296

 
294 Hinton, The Fourth Dimension, 23-28. 
295 Hinton, The Fourth Dimension, 85. 
296 Bragdon, 4DV (1923), 33-34.  Bragdon elaborates on this process in BFP, The Veil of Māyā. 
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 This is an analogy Bragdon used often that provided him with the inspiration to be able to 

unite concepts regarding the architectural imagination with the fourth dimension—which 

Bragdon regarded as a process of increasing materialization that he associated with the Hindu 

veil of māyā:  “Thus it is seen that the creative process as carried on here by man is not different 

from that of the Logos.  This is because both are one, however little they may appear so:  He who 

is this (Brahman) in man, and he who is that (Brahman) in the sun, both are one.”297

 Materiality is what is so paradoxical about the immaterial fourth dimension and the 

illusory māyā, and perhaps can be explained through the concept of “ether.”  If according to 

science, everything is either matter or energy, then the air of the cosmos, or ether, would be one 

or the other.  To date, ether has been considered by scientists to be matter, but then it has been 

discarded as irrelevant with regard to the theory of relativity and the properties of light from the 

stars:  the scientific point of view eliminated the possibility that light, which is energy, could be 

affected by passing through matter by attributing the bending of light to the forces of gravity.  

One would think that thought, or consciousness, would be energy.  However, according to 

Ouspensky, energy, which is motion, cannot “generate an idea.”  If ether is the medium of divine 

speech or thought, then matter and energy could be increasing materializations of conscious 

ether.  Bragdon defined design similarly:  “The creative process in the field of art indicates that a 

thought, or mental image, is the first form of a thing, or physical image… it is not difficult to 

believe that mind and matter impinge on, and interact upon one another in a way which would 

 
297 Bragdon refers to “thought-forms” and the materialization of an idea as early as 1916 in 4DV, “As I Remember It:  
Photographing a Thought,” Outlook and Independent (January 27, 1932), and it is still something he is looking at in 
the Veil of Māyā in 1946. 
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explain… and justify the saying:  thoughts are things.”298  Philosophically speaking, if ether is in 

the heart and ether is consciousness, then the creative imagination would be the matter of the 

cosmos.  In this way, four-dimensional thought-forms299 would be ideas of the cosmic 

consciousness in the process of becoming materialized as objects of the built world.  Bragdon’s 

conception of the progressive materialization of the architectural imagination was informed by 

his understanding of Theosophy as a conflation of science and religion within the context of late-

19th century scientific experiments in motion and time and early-20th century researches into 

scientific relativity together with investigations into the Eastern spiritual imagination.  These are 

factors that affected Bragdon, his design process, and the final distillation of his architectural 

ideas.  

 Writing in 1927, Myron Bemet Smith was reflecting on when he had worked in 

Bragdon’s office as an architectural intern in 1916.  According to Smith, because of Bragdon’s 

“mastery of mathematics he found perspective an interesting plaything.”  The perspective 

technique Smith was referring to is the isometric projection.  It seems that Bragdon designed his 

projects using “isometric perspective”300 as a means to study the three-dimensional qualities of a 

design.  Smith also suggested that because Bragdon was conscious of the depth the “isometric 

perspective” could reveal, together with his interest in pure mathematics, Bragdon was led to 

develop his system of “projective ornament.”301   

 Bragdon’s projective ornament was a system of decoration that in illustrations appears to 

be flat to most people (figure 1, also see Plate XV).  If it is true that Bragdon used isometric 

 
298 Bragdon, “As I Remember It:  Photographing a Thought,” manuscript copy in BFP, Box 34, Folder 23. 
299 It is likely that Bragdon was familiar with this book by his fellow Theosophists:  Annie Besant and C. W. 
Leadbeater, Thought Forms (Adyar, Madras, India:  Vasanta Press, 1941 (1901)). 
300 This technique is described by Bragdon at length in FF, 58-69. 
301 Myron Bemet Smith, “Master Draftsmen—XX:  Claude Bragdon,” Pencil Points 8 (1927): 201-216. 
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perspective to design in three dimensions, then it would indicate that due to his training Bragdon 

was imagining his projective ornament three-dimensionally.  The two-dimensional appearance of 

Bragdon’s projective ornament is largely due to the illustrations having been drafted using pen-

and-ink without shade or shadow, which because of the high-contrast black-and-white medium 

tends to reinforce an appearance of flatness.  Bragdon’s projective ornament was color music, 

which will be defined in depth in the section on “Color Music” in Part III, and a two-dimensional 

representation of a four-dimensional imagining.  These geometric constructions were operations 

of the active intellect, requiring a higher-dimensional imaginative reasoning similar to the 

making of magic squares.  Bragdon was able to visualize in his mind’s eye the ornament these 

drawings represented three-dimensionally because they were his “working drawings.” 

 Bragdon wrote about the benefits of using the isometric perspective as an aid to design in 

his book The Frozen Fountain.  He recommended it first, because all lines are parallel and as 

such it is simpler to construct than traditional perspective.  Secondly, isometric perspective is a 

“realistic working drawing,”302 because plan, elevation and section are visible all in one 

drawing.  The third reason is that it is true to scale in all three dimensions, meaning that the 

distances in all three dimensions can be measured by a scale, which is not possible with the 

traditional perspective rendering.   

 Bragdon’s isometric perspective cannot really be compared to a working drawing 

because the plan is not true:  the right-angled walls in the plan of an isometric perspective are 

skewed so that ninety-degree intersections of walls are represented by oblique and acute angles.  

To Bragdon, the isometric perspective was “realistic” because the three-dimensional aspects of a 

 
302 Claude Bragdon, FF, 59. 
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space could be seen all at once:  it was “an easily achieved projection of the mental image.”303  

However, it is closer to a mental image precisely because it is impossible to perceive the ninety-

degree angle as ninety degrees in the world of real spaces—unless one is looking from above as 

though flying through the air, in which case the world below would appear more as though it 

were rendered in “plan.”  On the other hand, research has shown that our vision in the natural 

world sees objects and space obliquely; and through a mental process of ratiocination, among 

other processes, the mental image is corrected in our minds.304  Which was Bragdon’s point:  the 

archetypal isometric perspective “more truly renders the mental image—the thing seen by the 

mind’s eye.”305

 When Bragdon designed his architectural projects, he used the higher-dimensional 

geometry of isometric perspective so that he could have the divine vision of seeing the project all 

at once.  In The Stars and the Earth, by using the phenomenon of light and the notion that the 

light seen on Earth today is the light of stars from millions of years ago, the author discussed the 

notion of the simultaneity of divine sight.  This is a type of four-dimensional vision when time 

stands still and all is seen at once, something like viewing all sides of a cube simultaneously.  In 

Man the Square, Bragdon used the notion of a higher space to discuss issues of higher 

consciousness, or cosmic consciousness.  In this book he defined the square as being the 

phenomenon of man’s Higher Self the noumenon:  “The cube is the true individual, of which the 

square is but a single illusory and inadequate image.”306  If this were to be true, then the true 

individual would be one’s higher, cubic self who is one with the divine consciousness.  

 
303 Claude Bragdon, FF, 59.  
304 See Erwin Panofsky, Perspective as Symbolic Form, trans. Christopher S. Wood (NY:  Zone Books, 1991) and 
Semir Zeki, Inner Vision:  An Exploration of Art and the Brain (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1999). 
305 Claude Bragdon, FF, 61. 
306 Claude Bragdon, Man the Square in PHS, 76 
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Interpreted through Bragdon’s terms, when “man the square” achieves cosmic consciousness, 

“Sinbad finds that man is isometric” (figure 45):   

“The symbolism of man by a square is not new idea:  it is implicit even in the 
form of his body, for if a man stand with feet together and arms outspread, he will 
define the limits of a square, his height being equal to his reach; and if, thus 
standing, he swings his torso half-way around, he will have inscribed himself 
within an imaginary cube—for it is as Kepler says, ‘Artful nature has give to the 
most perfect animal the same six limits as the cube has, most perfectly marked...  
Man himself is, as it were, a cube.’” 307

 

 
 
Figure 45.  Claude Bragdon, The Frozen Fountain, 1932. 

 

 
307 Bragdon, NI, 162. 

 



 

Part III:  Projects308

 

 
° A Simple Dwelling 
° Minor Italian Palaces 
° Color in Architecture 
° Music in Architecture 
° Color Music 

 

Figure 46.  Claude Bragdon, “Sinbad’s [the 
artist’s] Second Voyage to the Land of 
Somewherelse,” Architectural Review, 1916 

Bragdon’s alter ego Sinbad the Sailor is piloting a boat named “tesseract” with a four-

dimensional geometric representation of its name on its sail (figure 46).  His destination is the 

“Land of Somewherelse.”  The tesseract, or cube of higher dimensions, was his passage to that 

land of the architectural imagination.  This place of mathematical (re)creation is a space where 

the four-dimensional aspects of geometric forms come alive.  In this land of somewherelse, the 

active intellect adds the dimension of time to the form of space during spatial visualization.  This 

organic process operates similarly to the four-dimensional activity of growth and change found 

in nature, number, the human body and harmonics.  The higher dimensional is related to the 

noumenal, and due to this connection, the imagination is divine. 

The ship’s flag is Bragdon’s personal insignia of three interlaced circles:  unity in trinity 

due to the polarity achieved through the centripetal balance of opposites in their motion about a 

central point.  As a representation of his inner self this esoteric sign, in “its untiring effort to 

reach its gravitational centre, is a symbol of the Pilgrim’s progress, impelled by love to seek God 

within his heart.”309  Like the pilgrim Sinbad, Bragdon the architect, was in search of “the golden 

person within the heart”—his architecture, a symbol of his self, was the material manifestation of 
                                                      
308 Bragdon’s architectural projects have been dated according to the Architectural Drawings in the collection D.87 
Bragdon Family Papers of the Department of Rare Books and Special Collections at the University of Rochester 
Library.  Because many of his buildings were built the year following the dating of his drawings, many of his projects 
have cornerstones in place with the later date. 
309 Bragdon, A&D, 168-169. 
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that golden life force, prāna, in a building.  His organic, functional projects were designed based 

on relationships between sun and light, wind and ventilation, alignment and centering, and the 

harmony achieved through proportion.  Architecture is the phenomenon, the materialization of 

four-dimensional thought-forms.  By being based on the higher-dimensional principles of Nature 

in the neo-Pythagorean sense, organic architecture is divine. 

Bragdon’s built works are evidence of the effectiveness of using divination in 

architecture to ensure the intuition of quality space.  By applying his Theosophic architectural 

theory in an analysis of a selected group of projects, Part III demonstrates the practical 

application of theory in design. 

A Simple Dwelling 
 
It is a house designed for people who would lead “the simple life,” yet who would live with a 
certain dignity, withal:  to whom beauty in their surroundings is a necessity rather than a 
luxury…  A person who has a true and ardent love for beauty—one to whom art means more 
than pictures and statuary—will inevitably create for himself a beautiful environment. 310  
 
 Claude Bragdon, “A Simple Dwelling,” 1903 
 
A Simple Dwelling is a tricky design problem because in Bragdon’s words, “the planning and 

designing of a small and cheap house is really a more difficult matter than the production of a 

large and expensive one…”311  Bragdon’s Simple Dwellings are by no means small by today’s 

standards.  For example, they have servant’s quarters that operate independently of the main 

house.  However, these houses are not mansions either, and they do have qualities that serve to 

make a smaller, more economical house whose form was determined by use appear grand to its 

occupant. 

 
310 Claude Bragdon, “A Simple Dwelling,” Craftsman 4 (September 1903):  478-485 (484). 
311 Claude Bragdon, “A Simple Dwelling,” 478. 
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 The body-centered Bragdon Simple Dwelling is designed in the organic tradition from 

the inside out according to the laws of unity, polarity and trinity that Bragdon elucidated in his 

articles on “The Beautiful Necessity.”  The Simple Dwelling has an androgynous “indwelling 

harmony, rhythm and proportion”312 that is invisible to the eye, yet is felt by the perceiver due to 

the latent geometric relationships between its parts and unity.  Its space unfolds before the eye of 

the beholder; its disparate parts are perceived through movement and time as a unified spatial 

continuity.  Due to a lack of formulaic application, the principles of geometry that regulated its 

form elude formal analysis but are appreciated through haptic perception as harmonic proportion. 

1901 Bragdon House, 3 Castle Park, Rochester, NY 

If architecture were a metaphor for the architect’s imagination and the architect’s house were a 

metaphor for the architect, then Bragdon’s own home would be an allegorical representation of 

his body-centered functionalist architecture. 

The C. F. Bragdon House is sited on a bluff overlooking Highland Park, south of the city 

of Rochester (plate III).  The main living area of the house is on axis with a sundial in the 

backyard, orienting the view northward to the city.  Built in 1901, the house was named “Cro’ 

Nest” because crows nest in the trees of the surrounding park and neighboring cemetery, to this 

day blackening the sky like an impending storm when they flock together.313  Remotely set 

within a park adjacent to a stone “castle” and originally accessed by a gravel drive, the house is 

now approached via a narrow flagstone walkway flanked by trees.  The house is located at 3 

Castle Park, the third in a series of cedar-shingled houses in a row. 

 
312 Claude Bragdon, FF, 60. 
313 Oral history by its present owner John Pearsall who has lived in the house since 1979. 
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The house is entered from the southwest corner into a stair hall (plate III.a).  In plan, the 

entrance porch is balanced to the south by steps, to the north by a built-in seat, and to the west by 

an androgynous, screened enclosure comprised of lines curved and straight that provides a space 

to embrace and hold visitors while they wait.   

The entrance hall is defined by “[a] simple stairway, vaguely reminiscent of things 

Japanese, [that] winds up three sides of a little square hall, the woodwork of which is cypress 

stained a soft green, harmonizing well with the pale yellow color of the walls.”314  The stair’s 

balustrade is defined by four square pickets alternating with solid panels perforated with one of 

three occult symbols:  phoenix, yin-yang, and swastika (plate III.f).  Bragdon designed these 

perforated symbols in the form of a Japanese mons similar to his design for the four evangelists 

of the First Universlist Church.  Although Bragdon describes the stair as “Japanese,” the symbols 

themselves are most probably a compilation of three different “oriental” sources that Bragdon 

would ascribe to being Egyptian, Japanese and Buddhist respectively.315  The arrangement of 

this entrance hall stairwell has been used in a number of Bragdon’s “simple dwellings,” but 

rarely with this mystical handrail, the proportions of which are in a rhythmic diminution:  the 

solid panels are proportionately three to the five spaces of the square pickets. 

The main public space of the living room to the north is entered adjacent to the fireplace, 

which appears to be centered within the length of the room and aligned with the bay window 

opposite.  The alignment of a fireplace with a glazed opening opposite is a characteristic of a 

Bragdon house.  The relationship of the fireplace to the bay window serves to re-center and re-

orient due to the dialogue achieved between the heart(h) of the house and the expanse of the 

 
314 Claude Bragdon, “An Architect’s House,” Good Housekeeping 38 (May 1904): 484-488 (484). 
315 The combining of disparate but seemingly related sources is due to Bragdon’s imaginative wanderings that freely 
associate different elements by finding a common thread of unity.  This was seen earlier by the sketches on the 
pages of his notebooks. 
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outdoors, which is framed by the clear plate glass window on axis with the sundial outside.  

Bragdon achieves an off-centered centering that fools the eye due to the spatial balance achieved 

by the window seat and book shelves to the west opposite the leaded-glass openings to the dining 

room and “piazza” to the east.   

Although there are pocket doors that separate the two rooms of the first floor living areas 

from each other and the rest of the house, this public space functions as one open plan.  The 

pocket doors separating the living room from the dining room are leaded glass “so that the 

beautiful view of the woods framed by the dining room bay window need never be shut off from 

the occupants of the living room.”316  These two rooms together “contribute to this effect of a 

single great apartment,”317 which is further reinforced by a “deafened”318 partition that separates 

this public space acoustically from the support spaces of the rest of the house.   

The living room is not particularly small at roughly 18 feet by 26 feet, but appears much 

larger due to its transparency and horizontality.  The effect of transparency is achieved by 

glazing three of its four walls—the “windows” to the east are “borrowed lites” to, in effect, other 

interior spaces.  The overall perception of the room is horizontal, which increases the feeling of 

spaciousness:  “…the ceiling is low, the fireplace is broad, the width of the windows is greater 

than their height.”319  Bragdon struck a horizontal at the height of the bay window soffits to 

coincide with the top of the door and window trim.  In an effort to be economical and 

efficient,320 Bragdon detailed an attenuated contemporary trim piece for the door and window 

heads that projects out and flattens to provide this horizontal alignment and a spatial ceiling that 
 

316 Claude Bragdon, “An Architect’s House,” 486. 
317 Claude Bragdon, “A Simple Dewelling,” 483. 
318 This wall is detailed as a “deafened” partition on the drawings. 
319 Claude Bragdon, “An Architect’s House,” 486. 
320 “Throughout the entire house the is not a molding to catch the dust, all of the woodwork being perfectly plain, with 
slightly rounded edges, stained in soft tones and oiled one coat.” As found in Claude Bragdon, “An Architect’s 
House,” 487. 
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“umbrellas” its occupants.  The fireplace mantel is in keeping with the door and window trim, 

and is detailed with curved lines and straight using a vocabulary similar to the window trim.  We 

know Bragdon is Sinbad because the Grueby321 tiles that frame the hearth are centered with a 

decorative tile of his ship the “tesseract” (plate III.b). 

The northeast corner of the house on the first and second floors is described as a “piazza” 

on the drawings.  This space is unique to Bragdon’s houses and is a transformation and 

reinterpretation of its Italian model, most probably inspired by his travels in Italy the summer of 

1895.  Bragdon’s piazza is a transitional space that is neither indoors, nor outdoors, and is 

intended to be used seasonally.  On the first floor, the piazza is enclosed “by screens in the 

summer, so as to form an outdoor dining room, and in winter by glass, to make a little palm room 

or sun parlor.”322  Traditionally referred to as a “sleeping porch,” the second floor piazza is 

treated similarly to the first floor:  “…a veritable eyrie up among the trees.”323

The backbone of Bragdon’s house is the fireplace and servant stair that provide the 

support for the rest.  The fireplace is the center, or heart, around which the house circulates.  Its 

flue doubles as the vent for both the fireplace and the kitchen stove.  Characteristic of a Bragdon 

Simple Dwelling is a servant stair that parallels the main stair with its own private access from 

the exterior, which allows the support functions to occur independently from the daily living 

functions.  Although the entrances to the stairs appear to be adjacent in the plan, the building is 

articulated in such a manner that the servant stair visually disappears from the outside.  For 

example, the rear porch is entered at grade, which diminishes its importance to the eye.  The 

 
321 Bragdon used Grueby tiles for the fireplace surround for most of his houses and institutional projects.  Today tiles 
from this manufacturer are valuable collector’s items.  Grueby Faience Company, makers of enameled terracotta 
tiles, Grueby Pottery No. 2A Park Street, Boston, Mass. as found in one of Bragdon’s scrapbooks dated 1899. 
322 Claude Bragdon, “An Architect’s House,” 486. 
323 Claude Bragdon, “An Architect’s House,” 487. 
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space under the landing of the main stair is maximized by being used for bicycle storage 

accessed from the rear porch.  By uncharacteristically pushing the servant stair to the exterior, it 

could be fenestrated allowing for natural daylighting to a space traditionally hidden from view.  

The treads of the servant stair are fanned—designed for the human pace, for someone who will 

necessarily be traveling up and down the stairs often.   

The main stair hall is a spatial continuation from the floor below, occupies a corner of the 

house, and has two windows.  Although the window to the west is centered over the porch 

below, it is also positioned to be on axis with the second floor corridor and in such a way that 

brings natural light and view into the heart of the house leading to the bedrooms.  The upstairs 

bedrooms are positioned so that each room is a corner room with the opportunity for cross-

ventilation.   

There are some unusual features to the house that were designed to support its well-

functioning.  Bragdon referred to the shutters on the outside as “blinds,” which are indicated on 

the plans as out-swinging.  They can be opened and shut from the inside by “an ingenious 

device,”324 which is essentially a crank-type of mechanism located on the face of the window 

trim.  The casement windows are in-swinging and the plate glass window in the living room 

swings up into the space, both designed for ease of cleaning from the inside of the house.  The 

closet of the west chamber has a window to light a space that is usually small and dark, and to 

provide natural ventilation for the clothing.  Since this house was designed and built during the 

age of the icebox, there is a “winter refrigerator” in the pantry, which eliminated the need for 

taking ice during the winter months.  The “summer refrigerator” was positioned for accessibility 

from within the kitchen and from the rear entry for ease of delivery from the service area of the 

 
324 Claude Bragdon, “An Architect’s House,” 487. 
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house.  There is also a small cupboard within the exterior wall of the rear porch to accommodate 

deliveries of milk and other small items. 

It is apparent by looking at the exterior of Bragdon’s own home that it was designed in 

the organic tradition from the inside out, similarly to the growth of organisms.325  There has been 

little attempt at alignment of the exterior features, such as windows, dormers and porches; except 

for the horizontal line that has been struck as though with “pinking shears” at the base of the 

house where it overhangs the foundation (plate III.g).  This zig-zag detail of equilateral triangles 

is an androgynous line where in and yo326 meet in light and shade.  The horizontal is further 

emphasized through the cedar shakes patterning, one whole shake alternating with a half in an 

androgynous balance of a one to two rhythm.  On the other hand, the house has been “centered” 

from the inside according to use and function.  In Bragdon’s own words: 

“There are no architectural ‘features,’ outside or inside, for they are expensive, 
unnecessary things.  Such architecture as the house possesses is inherent; its 
esthetic effect is due not to applied ornament, but to justness of proportion.”327

 

 
325 Zena Collier, one of the owner’s of the Bragdon home at 83 Berkeley Street, which is very similar to 3 Castle Park, 
remarked “The house is so comfortable that it must have been designed according to the golden mean.”  Bragdon 
may not have used the golden mean; however, due to his use of light, ventilation and centering occupants have the 
subtle perception of well-being. 
326 See figure 49 and the discussion on in and yo in the section on the Eastwood House. 
327 Claude Bragdon, “An Architect’s House,” 488. 
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1897 Stein House, 476 Beach Avenue, Charlotte, NY 

Built in 1897, the lakeside summer residence for Mr. Nathan Stein (plate IV) demonstrates the 

functional magic square.  The house was designed in the organic tradition from the inside out 

according to the laws of unity and polarity Bragdon found top be within the magic square, which 

due to the balance of its numerically-gendered polar opposites is an androgynous figure:  “The 

distinguishing thing about the magic square is that it represents equipoise, balance, polarity.”328   

 The house is oriented with its central axis in the north-south direction, the house 

lengthening along the east-west line329 (plate IV.a).  The south side of the house and main 

entrance faces the street and the north side, which has a covered “piazza” along its entire length, 

faces Lake Ontario.  The exterior of the house was determined by the functional use within.  Like 

the paces of the legendary Sky Emperor T’ai-Yi who leaves his palace at the center of the cosmos 

and traverses the heavens following the magic path of the magic square of three,330 movement 

through this house is an act of re-orienting with respect to the center and the cardinal directions. 

 Upon entry from the southern piazza, the door swings open to align one’s vista with the 

central brahmasthāna of the house, bringing the participant in directly to the center of the house 

to be in alignment with its central axis mundi.  This path aligns with the centers of the cased 

opening into the living room, the central spiritual space and spine of the house around which all 

circulates, and the owner’s “own room.”  In keeping with the Hindu notion of prāna and the 

breath of the architectural heart, which is daylighting and ventilation, this central spot is 

 
328 BFP A.B81, Box 32, Folder 2, November 1938. 
329 “The wants of different families vary so greatly, the arrangement of the rooms of a house are so largely 
determined by the size and position of the lot, the countour of the ground, the view, the prevailing winds, the 
orientation, that what is very good in one place, will be very bad in another.”  As found in Claude Bragdon, “A Simple 
Dwelling,” 481. 
330 See “Ancient Chinese Origins of the Lo Shu:  The Magic Square of Three” in the Appendix. 

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Part III:  Projects 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture A Simple Dwelling 
 1897 Stein House 
Eugenia Victoria Ellis   page 144 
 
 

                                                     

demarcated by an opening between the first and second floors and is terminated by a vented, 

illuminated stained-glass skylight at the top.331   

 The opening between the two floors is the hub of this cosmic chariot wheel around which 

the second floor bedrooms revolve and converge.  This central space is like a compass with a 

south-pointing needle that operates as a functional sun dial:  in the daytime direct sunlight can 

penetrate deeply into both floors at the heart of the house, in the evening the skylight above is 

illuminated artificially by both gas and electric lights.  The north-south axis is emphasized by a 

spatial vista that expands views through and out beyond the balcony to the south and focuses 

one’s view to the northern lakefront.  The glazed openings to the southern balcony are as 

expansive as is practicable for maximum daylighting, the openings to the north are minimized 

and shuttered to protect against the onshore harsh winds of the lake.  All doors and openings are 

positioned with respect to the crossing imaging an effect of symmetry, balance and polarity. 

 The house is arranged about its anatomical center and is demonstrative of prāna, its life 

and breath.  The operable windows to the north and the south of its center allow for cross-

ventilation from the onshore/offshore breezes into the lungs of the house, which inhale air from 

its two sides.  This space is in keeping with the Hindu vāstu tradition that would have the breath 

move directly through the house; in contrast with the Chinese feng shui tradition, which would 

demand there be a spatial shift to prevent loss of internal energy, or chi. 

 Emphasis in the living room is on the crossing, the view to the lakefront providing one 

axis, the other by the cross axis that re-centers toward the fireplace.  The south side of the living 

room is raised like pulpit with built-in pew-like seating to provide a gathering area.  From here, 

the space visually expands through the dining room bay window allowing the two rooms to 

 
331 Most likely, this project was the precedent for the functioning of the central space for the First Universalist Church. 
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function as one contiguous space.  Movement into the dining room results in a re-centering with 

respect to Bragdon’s characteristic fireplace opposite from a large glazed expanse.   

 The Stein House can be diagrammed emphasizing the crossing and its central block, or 

brahmasthāna, with the adjacent servant block (plate IV.b).  Although the house is modeled after 

proportional relationships that relate the body to space through harmony, pure geometry cannot 

be found and does not dictate the functional necessities.  Windows and doors are positioned 

spatially as to their intended use more so than being located based on formalistic aesthetic 

criteria.  For example, in the “own room” the bay window is not centered within the room, it is 

centered with respect to the location of the bed to provide a window to the world of the 

wondrous while in the dream-like state.   

 The practical considerations of this Simple Dwelling are in keeping with Bragdon’s later 

own home.  The “blinds” on the exterior are operable, there is a window for ventilation provided 

in the linen closet, all the bedrooms of the owner’s house are corner rooms to provide for cross 

ventilation, and the servant’s stair is illuminated by natural daylighting.  The servant’s portion of 

the house operates independently of the main house:  all service deliveries arrive here, ice is 

received directly from the outdoors into the icebox, and it provides the only access to the 

basement.   

 In looking at the stair and building sections it is revealed in the details that the living 

room, dining room, first floor stair hall and the nook at the intermediate landing have been 

considered “as a single great apartment.”  A horizontal line unites the door heads (even the door 

to the toilet closet under the stair landing, which determined its height) to provide a cornice for 

the doors and a terminal trim piece for the wood-paneled walls, which humanizes the scale of the 
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rooms with this imaginary ceiling line.  The detailing is simple, clean and modern.  The entrance 

door is glazed with a circle set within a square, the androgynous union of opposite forms.   

 The stair cuts straight through the house as an entrance hall dividing the living and dining 

rooms.  The fantastic stair section drawing (plate IV.c) is an unfolding that in the space of the 

drawing shows simultaneous conditions that are separated in time due to their different spatial 

orientations.  The stair section is projected directly from its plan, and the elevations are folded 

out in such a way as to orient the reader to the south and the space directly under the southern 

nook, and to re-orient back toward the north.  It can be seen from this drawing that the stair hall 

on both floors together with its two nooks were considered by Bragdon to be one spatial 

continuum.  The detailing of the balustrade is similar to Bragdon’s own home:  shapes are 

punched out of wood panels and inset within the top and bottom rails of the handrail.   

 The exterior of the house is a balanced composition of symmetry and asymmetry that 

reveals its functionalist determinates.  The brahmasthāna can be seen to be rising out of the 

whole, which is expressed by the higher roof line, gable form and windows with bi-lateral 

symmetry at the second floor.  Except for this central portion of the north (plate IV.e) and south 

(plate IV.d) façades, the windows appear to be randomly and whimsically positioned; however, a 

quick pacing through the house reveals their appropriateness according to function and use.  The 

heart of the house is revealed as a composition of symmetry on the north side, which is further 

articulated by being pulled out and separated from the body of the building.  This back of the 

building functions as its face and opens graciously toward the lake.  On the second floor, a 

horizontal line has been cut with pinking shears at the window head that continues around the 

house.  In keeping with Bragdon’s Theosophic architectural theory, this line connects the roof 

edges beyond with the face of the building using an androgynous composition of arch and lintel, 
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curved line with straight.  The cut shingles also mark the elevations with the transition points 

from the second floor to the first floor and the first floor to the foundation wall of the basement.  

 The Stein House is best appreciated by imaging the pacing through its sequence of rooms 

to understand their practical use.  The spaces unfold through alignment, a shift, and then re-

alignment, an action of which relies on visual vistas to create the perception of spatial continuity.  

This Simple Dwelling was based on the anthropomorphic magic square and is organic 

architecture which has grown from within.  This summer house was such a source of pride for its 

owner that the series of sketches by Carl M. Raschen of the exterior and interiors was privately 

published in a small folio entitled Shingleside.332

1915 Keller House, 66 Ridge Road East, Rochester, NY 

Although this house is of brick, not cedar shakes, and is of a later date, the F. L. Keller House 

(plate V) demonstrates a continuity of Bragdon’s design thinking over a span of nearly twenty 

years.  Similar to the Stein House, the planning of this residence is modeled after the magic 

square of three,333 which is additionally represented as ornament—perhaps the only residential 

building where Bragdon was able to test his theories of “projective ornament.”334

 The house is entered through a vestibule by ducking under the landing of the stair to the 

second floor.  This stair duplicates the stairway used in the Stein House together with the 

balustrade Bragdon used in his own home.  The rhythm of the railing is slightly different, the 

punched panels with one each of three same mystic symbols alternate with only three, instead of 

 
332 Louis N. Stein, Shingleside (S.I.:  s.n., 19--?), illustrated by Carl M. Raschen.  As found in Avery Classics, 
Columbia University Libraries. 
333 For a detailed description of the magic square of three see “Ancient Chinese Origins of the Lo Shu:  the Magic 
Square of Three” in the Appendix. 
334 For an in-depth discussion on Bragdon’s projective ornament, see the chapter “1913 Projective Ornament” in the 
section on “Color Music” in Part III. 
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four, rectangular pickets.  Like the Stein House, the space of the second floor stair hall is 

perceived as part of the floor below. 

 The living spaces of the first floor are contiguous and meant to be perceived as one great 

sequence of space.  The living room is extended spatially and perceptually due to the glazed 

projecting square bay to the west.  Characteristically for a Bragdon house, the fireplace is on axis 

with a large glazed window to the south, and because it is additionally on axis with the center of 

the dining room it visually becomes part of that space as well.  The dining room is serviced 

discreetly through a butler’s pantry from the kitchen.  Although there are no servant’s quarters, 

like the previous houses, the service portion of the house can operate independently of the rest of 

the house.  

 The main entrance to the house is from the south, the service entrance to the north.  Like 

Bragdon’s “divine androgyne” there is a balanced equipoise about the center:  the second floor 

hall is cruciform in shape, centered within the house, and oriented with the cardinal directions 

(plate V.d).  The three bedrooms encircle the central crossing, and with corner locations have 

windows on two sides to encourage cross breezes.  In the northwest corner the sunroom opens 

onto a rooftop deck.  It is possible that Bragdon discovered that the “piazzas” were cold in the 

winter because this space was designed as an exterior room:  the insulated masonry walls from 

the garage below rise up to form its four sides; the two glazed walls have bi-fold windows 

consistent with a sun room or sleeping porch.  There are windows to the north and south of the 

internal central crossing at the second floor landing that can be opened to fill the heart of the 

house with light and ventilation. 

 The Keller House is a magic square of three, which although invisible within the plan, is 

visible in the ornament.  The leaded glass windows of the projecting bay of the dining room 

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Part III:  Projects 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture A Simple Dwelling 
 1905 Eastwood House 
Eugenia Victoria Ellis   page 149 
 
 

                                                     

below and bedroom above are ornamented with a Japanese mons divided by the magic path of 

the square of three (plate V.a).  In its balance of curved lines set within a rectangular framework, 

these circular roundels reveal Bragdon’s “divine androgyne.”  On the face of the projecting bay 

is a projection of the magic square through the third dimension to the mathematical fourth 

dimension in the form of a hypercube, or tesseract, represented in the sgraffito panel (plates V.c 

and V.e).  Although not constructed as such, it was Bragdon’s intent for the garage door panels at 

the west elevation to be raised in the pattern of the magic path of the square of three (plate V.f, 

see also figure 66).  The imaginative mathematical (re)creations found at the Keller House are 

few of the actualized demonstrations of Claude Bragdon’s projective ornament.  Later writing to 

his friend, the landscape architect Fritz Trautmann:  “Here I have never been able to do my best 

work:  no one is willing to let me be radical enough.  This is perhaps fortunate because only 

since I have developed my ornament do I feel that I am ready to be radical.”335

1905 Eastwood House, 262 Culver Street, Rochester, NY 

The Albert B. Eastwood House of 1905 (plate VI) is an enigmatic work that defies classification 

into any particular period or style.  It is a demonstration of Bragdon’s Theosophic architectural 

theory through an inventive transformation of the First Principles he discovered by studying 

historic architectural styles.  This house is a visible manifestation of Bragdon’s neo-Pythagorean 

Theosophic architectural theory, which is based on both the exoteric and esoteric aspects of 

Number.  The exoteric aspects are those which can literally be “counted”—for example, the 

visible symbols of odd and even numbers, and lines horizontal and vertical together with the 

neutral curve that Bragdon’s laws of unity, polarity and trinity manifest.  Bragdon discovered 

 
335 BFP A.B81, Box 1, Folder 16, dated October 16, 1916. 
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these exoteric aspects that are common to past architectures to be unifying elements of a design, 

which can easily be seen in the numbers of things:  such as windows, doors, and ornamental 

details.  However, in Bragdon’s architecture it is not the exoteric that makes his work 

compelling, it is not what can be seen but what is felt in the esoteric aspects of its design such as 

harmony, rhythm, consonance, and proportion.    

 After this house was built it apparently was criticized for being a “Darmstadt house,” 

because Bragdon responded with an article in 1907 in its defense embracing the qualities that 

made it so.  It would seem that he regarded most American architects as looking at architecture 

with antiquated eyes without a view to the relationship of form to function that could be possible 

when considered separately from stylistic considerations: 

“The house was designed, as every house should be, from the inside, out; that is, 
the plan was first determined upon, and the plan in turn determined the exterior, at 
least, in so far as the disposition of doors and windows and the location of piazzas 
and porches are concerned.  Considerations of convenience and utility were 
nowhere sacrificed to “style”; and as a result, the house has a character, an 
individuality, which with a more artful (in the sense of artificial) disposition of 
parts it might have lacked.”336

 
 A few months later Bragdon published “Modern Domestic German Architecture” in The 

Architectural Review, which he described as “…providing, with modern materials, and by 

modern methods,… an architecture which shall sound the modern note instead of feebly echoing 

the past.”  Bragdon described this German architecture as having “a certain indefinable domestic 

quality.”  His hope was to have American readers discover in his article and in its pictures the 

“…moral, intellectual, and esthetic upheaval which is agitating Europe, but the vibrations of 

which have scarcely been felt as yet on our ‘protected’ shores.”337   

 
336 Claude Bragdon, “A ‘Darmstadt’ House in America:  With the Graceful Curves and Picturesque Angles 
Characteristic of Western Germany,” Indoors and Out (June 1907):  142-143. 
337 Claude Bragdon, “Modern German Domestic Architecture,” The Architectural Review XIV/9 (September 1907). 
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 The Eastwood House has the basic characteristics of the Simple Dwelling:  the 

orientation of the spaces and interior features is based on alignment and centering; support 

spaces operate independently of the main house; the servant stair parallels the main stair with 

natural daylighting; the handrail is characteristically curved at the second floor landing, like the 

Stein House; the fireplaces are on axis with an opposite window; and there is a central vertical 

circulation core along the north-south axis that spatially penetrates horizontally through the 

entire house to engage with the exterior338 (plates VI.b and VI.c). 

 The entrance sequence into the house is a balanced composition of curves with straight 

lines as the body sashays from left to right moving into the house.  This androgynous house is 

entered at the northwest corner through a porch that is exactly square with a vaulted ceiling 

curved in an ellipse; the elliptical door head and ceiling above are projected to the ground plane 

below as elliptical steps of varying radii for entry into the vestibule; the vestibule is entered 

facing left toward an elliptical bench that is punctuated above with a narrow vertical window; 

upon arriving in the entrance hall the view expands through the house to the southern exterior.  

The living areas function as one great apartment in an open cruciform plan that opens out onto a 

southern outdoor room. 

 Bragdon presented at least three different design schemes to Albert Eastwood and yet 

they settled on this one, which is a slightly modified version of the ideal Simple Dwelling he 

published as “A Simple Dwelling”339 two years earlier (figure 47).  Albeit the Eastwood House 

is much grander, and the “simple dwelling” more compact, the basic characteristics of these two 

houses are surprisingly similar, even to the flower pots on the entrance steps (compare with plate 

VI.d).  If the “simple dwelling” were to be stretched to accommodate a central reception hall 
 

338 The penetration of the circulation core through the house is not in the more compact Bragdon House. 
339 Claude Bragdon, “A Simple Dwelling,” 478-485. 
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Figure 47.  Claude Bragdon, “A Simple Dwelling,” 
Craftsman 1903, (regulating lines added by author).  
Note the implied ellipse in the plan, suggesting its 
internal structure and higher-dimensional aura. 

with bowed ends, then the first floors would 

function similarly.  On the second floor, the 

child’s room has been slipped over into the 

space above the reception hall to allow for the 

master bath suite of the more luxurious 

Eastwood “own room.”  Although this central 

bed room does not have the advantage of corner 

windows, it can be opened to take advantage of 

breezes from the central stair hall.  The design 

scheme for this house came about due to this 

central hall, which was designed to be exactly 

aligned with the central stair hall of Albert’s 

brother William’s house to the south.  Centered 

in both the “simple dwelling” and the Eastwood 

House is an implied higher-dimensional aura, signifying the spirit or life within, which provides 

unity to the whole through the regulating lines of its ellipse. 

 In looking at the outside of Bragdon’s houses they cannot be picked out at the street 

through a concise architectural vocabulary of a “Bragdon style” because they were designed 

from the inside out—one has to go inside a Bragdon house to understand the qualities that make 

it uniquely its own.340  Inside the Albert B. Eastwood House there is an imperceptible perception 

                                                      
340 Based on correspondence with Carolyn Swanton, there was a residential “Bragdon style” in Rochester that was 
requested by clients in working with other architects after Bragdon moved to New York.  This was a style that 
combined traditional and eastern influences, best characterized by its more invisible functional attributes such as 
ample window treatments, large rooms that flow easily into one another, many closets, care in construction and an 
organic consideration as to the siting of the house.   
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of equipoise and grace, a sense of balance and proportion that puts one at ease—the type of 

feeling that makes a house feel like a home.  This feeling is represented in the visible signs of its 

ornament. 

 Bragdon did several clever things to the exterior that are barely perceptible to provoke the 

sense of unity and balance he strived for in his designs.  The more subtle of his design moves on 

the Eastwood House included a gentle bend of the roof just above the eaves and at the ridge, as 

well as a slight battering of the dormers at an angle of three degrees from normal, which together 

create a false perspective that tips the top of the house toward its center and brings the whole 

down to an intimate human scale.  The windows were positioned either by alignment with each 

other or by centering, and were positioned due to the interior arrangement of the rooms.   

 
 
Figure 48.  Feet of Buddha, from James 
Fergusson, History of Indian and Eastern 
Architecture, 1899. 

 The dormer windows were ornamented with a 

slight curve at the lintel with a “flyflot” sawed into the 

surface, a symbol of the encircled crossing and unity in 

trinity341 (plate VI.a).  This androgynous mystic symbol 

was a variation of the swastika Bragdon used previously 

when he could substitute the occult for the traditional in 

a stair balustrade.  It is likely that he became 

knowledgeable about this symbol from this illustration 

of Buddha’s feet (figure 48) found in James Fergusson’s 

History of Indian and Eastern Architecture, the same 

                                                      
341 Regarding the mystical trinity, “…it was wont to find expression symbolically, in some combination of vertical, 
horizontal, and curved lines.  The ansated cross of the Egyptians is such a symbol, the Buddhist wheel, and the 
flyflot, or swastika inscribed within a circle; also those numerous Christian symbols combining the circle and the 
cross.”  As found in Claude Bragdon, BN, 34.  See also the thinking sketch from his notebook discussed previously. 
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Figure 49.  Claude Bragdon, “Unity and 
Polarity,” The Beautiful Necessity, 1910. 

 
Figure 50.  Claude Bragdon, “The Law of Radiation,” The 
Beautiful Necessity, 1910. 

source for his illustration of the Kandariya Temple in Khajuraho, India.342  This symbol is also 

on the face of the flower pots that flank the entry (plate VI.f).  Fortunately for the Albert B. 

Eastwood House, these symbols were shown in relief.  Many of Bragdon’s houses had the 

swastika symbol cut into the exterior “blinds” or even more prominently displayed.  During 

WWII those shutters were torn off some of the houses, and the house at 19 Sibley Place was 

completely razed because of this Eastern symbol343 that Bragdon understood to be a mark of 

good luck and an auspicious sign. 

 The most puzzling design feature is the entry—it is curious, but balanced; because it is an 

unfamiliar sight, one questions its origin.  The house is entered through an archway that is 

protected by what Bragdon identified as a marquise, which is a permanent glass and metal 

 
342 Most of Fergusson’s research came out of the explorations of Alexander Cunningham (1814-1893) and James 
Burgess (1832-1916).  Writing in History of Indian and Eastern Architecture about the palace of “Gwâliar”:  “The 
Moslims added to the palaces of the Hindûs and spared the temples and the statues of the Jains; we have ruthlessly 
set to work to destroy whatever interferes with our convenience, and during the few years we occupied the fort, 
probably did more to disfigure its beauties, and obliterate its memories, than was caused by the Moslims during the 
centuries they possessed or occupied it.  Better things were at one time hoped for, but the fact seems to be that 
subordinates and contractors are allowed to do as they please, and if they can save themselves trouble, there is 
nothing in India that can escape the effect of their unsympathising ignorance.”  James Fergusson, History of Indian 
and Eastern Architecture volumes I and II (London:  John Murray, 1910 (1876)), 176. 
343 Oral history in interview with Carolyn Swanton. 
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structure projecting over an entrance usually referred to as a marquee and generally used for 

hotels and theaters.  The marquise was used twice but differently each time (plate VI.f). 

 The marquise at the entrance facing the street penetrates the arched opening, half in and 

half out, and is supported by two brackets, which are a visible sign of the ornament that is 

expressed esoterically in the proportions of the house.  Exoterically, the bracket is a balance of 

masculine and feminine elements:  the “L-shaped” bracket itself would be yo and the scroll 

would be in (figure 49)344 according to the terms for masculine and feminine respectively that 

Bragdon identified as being Japanese.345  Bragdon used these obscure terms to distinguish sex 

from gender.  His choice of terminology is illustrative of the Eastern influences on Bragdon’s 

architectural Theosophy.  The face of the bracket is an exercise in the “law of radiation”346 

(figure 50), which brings multiplicity to unity by referencing a center—the number five can be 

seen to be objectified in this ornament in the “Gothic” leaves and guttae, or five cones along the 

bottom edge of the bracket.347  According to Bragdon, harmonious combinations are those 

involving the “marriage” of masculine and feminine numbers (for example, three plus two).348

 The marquise itself is a flattened “t” shape in plan that locks into the opening of the 

archway.  The marquise is not functionally necessary as protection from the elements, that being 

provided by the porch itself.  It has the mystical element of providing shelter from the rain while 

 
344 In and yo are two Theosophical terms that Bragdon acquired from H. P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, volumes I 
and II (Los Angeles:  The Theosophy Company, 1964 (facsimile of the original 1888 edition)), 217-241. 
345 The origins of these terms were difficult to find.  The following reference was found on the internet at 
www.hikyaku.com/dico/onmyog.html and is included because it was the only source available.  Inyo is a philosophy of 
Chinese origin that arrived with Onmyodo astrology during the Asuka period, introduced into Japan in the 7th century 
AD by Buddhist priests.  Because they were unable to build a complex astrological apparatus only divination 
developed.  After the Heian period (794-1192 AD), Onmyodo degenerated into simple popular superstitions. 
346 He was developing this law as early as 1893 in the studies where he was co-relating geometry and the body as 
seen previously in the sketches of his notebook. 
347 The guttae are traditionally associated with Doric architecture and are usually six in number to complement the 
three of the triglyphs above.  As found in Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, Classical Architecture:  The Poetics of 
Order (Cambridge:  The MIT Press, 1986), 44-56. 
348 Claude Bragdon, BN, 77. 
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Figure 51.  Claude Bragdon, “The 
Law of Trinity,” The Beautiful 
Necessity, 1910 

allowing for a visual vertical connection with the cosmos 

through its glazed panels.  However, the marquise is there most 

probably because it provided the unity Bragdon thought would 

come about through the use of the “law of trinity” (figure 51).  

This First Principle combines the vertical masculine and the 

horizontal feminine together with the arch, which according to 

Bragdon was neuter because it resolves the vertical in the 

horizontal.  This same design strategy was used for the mullions 

of the adjacent living room window (plate VI.d).  The width of 

the marquise is equal to the opening’s height, the vertical 

masculine and horizontal feminine elements are locked together 

in a marriage of balanced opposites, unified by the neutral arch 

above.349  Above the entry is an elliptical ornament with the house number and above that a 

rectangular window, a feminine figure and a masculine.  The three of these compositional 

elements are aligned with each other and centered with the axis of travel into the house.  The 

expression of the entry then becomes a balanced unity of masculine and feminine elements and 

the equipoise of the façade makes perfect sense—with the exception of the wall adjacent to the 

porch entrance. 

 Two haunches to the north of the porch support the side of the house, fin-like projections 

through which the other marquise slides.  The haunch springs from the second floor line at ten 

degrees from normal to the ground below.  Originally a cast-iron picket railing spanned between 

the two fins to keep guests from falling off the landing where they could stand protected from 

                                                      
349 Note that the central window of the living room is also an expression of the law of trinity. 
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inclement weather and out of the way of foot-traffic.  Similar to the function of the brackets, the 

walls below the arch above support the marquise from rotating out of position.  As such, the 

marquise is structurally independent of the haunches that functionally could protect a person 

from the wind.  However, the function of the haunches is in question:  they are not required 

structurally and their use as wind protection is not entirely convincing.  Most probably, the 

entrance porch could function easily without these fins, and without their support the house 

would neither fall over structurally or perceptually, nor would the marquise be visually or 

compositionally too tight in its frame.  On the other hand, there is something evocative about 

softening the straight lines of these walls to lead the eye to the heavens, which breaks the rigid 

verticality of the side wall to “ground” the house.  It is possible that Bragdon was influenced by 

one of the “minor Italian palaces” he sketched the summer of 1895 (figure 52).  Although the 

palace is much larger in scale than the Eastwood House, the first floor wall of this unidentified 

palace breaks exactly at the line of the second floor balcony at ten degrees from normal. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 52.  Claude Bragdon, Minor Italian Palaces, 1896 from Pencil Points 8 (1927). 
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Minor Italian Palaces 
 
A work of art must portray not only a world-aspect, but the world-order:  through and by means 
of the concrete and particular it should suggest the abstract and the generic—it must be not only 
typical, but archetypal…  Applying this principle to architecture, a building over and above 
revealing its character and function, should tell something of the nature of gravitation, 
suspension, tension; of the properties of form, color, light, and the uniqueness of materials—that 
concrete is cast in forms, that terracotta is molded and fired, that wood is sawn and planed, 
stone chiseled and marble polished in order that its maximum of beauty may appear. 350

 
  Claude Bragdon, The Frozen Fountain, 1932 
 
In the summer of 1895 Bragdon traveled to Italy and returned with a series of sketches that were 

published the following year by the Cutler Manufacturing Company as “Minor Italian 

Palaces.”351  In writing home to a friend near the end of his journey that summer he said, “I have 

accumulated over 100 drawings, most of them totally uninteresting except to an architect, but 

among them some very good things indeed.”352  The “good things” he was mentioning in this 

letter was most probably the knowledge he gained through sketching.  It is evident in these 

drawings that he was thinking about the proportion and scale achieved in architecture through the 

relationship of the body to the building—characteristic of each sketch was a scale figure with a 

10 foot measuring rod (figure 52).353

 
350 Claude Bragdon, FF, 8. 
351 The Cutler Manufacturing Company, sole makers in the United States of mail chutes, published an occasional 
brochure entitled “Mail Chuting.”  In 1896, Bragdon’s sketches were reproduced in that brochure as four quarterly 
issues entitled “Minor Italian Palaces.”  Each issue could be identified by a stylized Japanese mons on the cover, one 
each for the three astrological signs for that quarter, most likely drawn by Bragdon.  Bragdon’s offices were in the 
Cutler Building.  James Cutler was an architect turned inventor, who invented the mail chute for high rise office 
buildings.  The four original advertising brochures were sent to Mr. Avery on February 22, 1897 by Russell Sturgis 
and then donated to the Avery Architectural Library of Columbia University.  
352 BFP A.B81, Box 1, Folder 1, dated September 2, 1895 from the Hotel de la Cote d’Or, 13 Quai des Grands 
Augustine. 
353 “During the day he wandered about making notes and measurements with an occasional free hand pen drawing, 
quick sketches that show an accuracy of observation and grasp of the essentials of detail and mass.  Evenings, in his 
hotel room, he worked up the measured sketches of the palace façades into a series of rapidly drawn but brilliantly 
presented plates.”  As reported by Myron Bement Smith, who was once an intern in Bragdon’s office, in Pencil Points 
8 (1927):  201-216. 
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 In the next few years he would become involved in another significant sketching project.  

In 1898, American Architect and Building News published a series on Colonial Architecture.  

Bragdon contributed a significant number of the drawings for the section on “Colonial Work in 

the Genesee Valley,”354 which is regional to Rochester.  The drawings in this issue consisted of 

house exteriors and their significant details, and also included details of interior elements such as 

window trim and fireplace mantels.  According to Bragdon, this record of Colonial American 

architecture originated with the Georgian Period: 

 
“Before our War for Independence, and for a considerable time thereafter, the 
Georgian style, that is, the manner of building prevalent in England during the 
reign of the four Georges, modified into what we have come to call the Colonial 
style, was universally employed for buildings of every size and class.  The 
architecture of the Georgian period represents the Renaissance of Jones and Wren 
in its last gasp… it is characterized by a quiet dignity arising from a certain 
simplicity of motive and a justness of proportion of which the builders of that day 
possessed the secret, or instinct, and which we appear to have lost.”355

 
 
 In making the measured drawings for these two publications, Bragdon surveyed, 

documented, studied and sketched hundreds of buildings.  It is more than likely that through this 

intimate contact with these two types of architectures, the materiality of their details and design 

vocabulary became an embodied part of Bragdon’s architectural nature.  Through the careful 

study and intimate relationship of Bragdon’s hand to his eye in copying the details and overall 

proportions of these buildings, a certain design sensibility based on this learning experience must 

have become innate to him with regard to his own design process in determining the vocabulary 

 
354 BFP A.B81, Box 43, Folder 10, “Colonial Work in the Genesee Valley measured and drawn by Claude Fayette 
Bragdon,” American Architect and Building News, 1898.  Copies of this folio of drawings can also be found in the H.P. 
Crisp Collection, Rochester Historical Society. 
355 Claude Bragdon, “Architecture in the United States I:  The Birth of Taste,” Architectural Record 25 (June 1909):  
426-433 (426).  Parts of this quotation originally appeared in his article “The Village Courthouse,” The Brickbuilder (14 
(December 1905):  276-278. 
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of his regional architecture.  Perhaps it was his intention in executing these drawings, that a 

certain “quiet dignity” would become instinctual to him. 

 There was another source for the justness of proportion he would acquire through his 

travels and sketching memorable buildings.  From Florence, Italy he wrote, “I’m glad I read 

Symonds before I came.”356  Bragdon came back from Italy with more than just the sense of 

proportion and scale that can be acquired through the practice of drawing.  Before he left for 

Italy, Symonds prepared his eye for looking.  For example, according to Bragdon, Symonds 

wrote regarding Fra Bartolomeo’s Last Judgment, “Simple figures—the pyramid and triangle, 

upright, inverted, and interwoven like the rhymes of a sonnet—form the basis of the 

composition.”357  Bragdon would take this notion of finding the simple geometric forms in 

painting that provide the glue to a composition and apply it to the planning of architecture:  

“Indeed, it may be said that architecture is geometry made visible, in the same sense that music 

is number made audible.”358  In a similar way that the basic compositional forms of a painting 

can be broken down into its constituent compositional elements and basic geometrical structure, 

Bragdon would later break down “the geometrical basis of the plan” for fifteen significant 

buildings (figure 4).359  Based on the magic sum of the magic square of three, the diagrams in 

this illustration are arranged three high by five horizontal in the manner of a minor Italian palace:  

 
356 BFP A.B81, Box 1, Folder 1, dated August 1, 1895 from Florence.  Bragdon is referring to John Addington 
Symonds (1840-1893) who published a number of books around this time such as Renaissance Italy, Life of 
Michelangelo, and Sketches and Studies in Italy and Greece (3 volumes). 
357 Claude Bragdon, BN, 61. 
358 Claude Bragdon, BN, 63. 
359 Symonds most likely inspired Bragdon to discover the geometrical basis of the plan; however, it was probably 
Joseph Gwilt’s Encyclopedia that showed him it could be applied to architectural planning.  Starting with figures from 
Durand’s Précis, Gwilt demonstrates in his Encyclopedia sixteen planning diagrams based on the square and two on 
the circle.  Joseph Gwilt, The Encyclopedia of Architecture :  The Classic 1867 Edition (New York:  Crown Publishers, 
Inc., 1982, first published 1842), 898. 
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“Fifteen, also, is a number of great perfection…  Few arrangements of openings in a façade 

better satisfy the eye than three superimposed groups of five.”360   

 Bragdon’s architecture is about Number, as in counting or the numbers of things, and as 

in harmonic proportion.  The architectural style of his projects was based on what he knew:  the 

Colonial vernacular of the Genesee Valley conflated with his experience of sketching in Italy.  

Bragdon’s article on the “village bank” that was published in 1900 provides us with a clue as to 

what he learned from traveling in Italy and how he intended to use it on his future buildings:  

“What little detail there may be—in the cornice and entrance, principally—I’ll study from early 

Italian models.”361  The following minor Italian palaces demonstrate a natural design vocabulary 

based on a justness of proportion with minimal details that captures the essence of his embodied 

knowledge of architectural first principles. 

1898 Livingston County Court House, Geneseo, New York 

The Livingston County Courthouse (plate VII) has an incredible presence in the town of 

Geneseo.  Bragdon’s project was an addition to an existing smaller courthouse building.  His 

design for the addition and overall master site planning re-positioned the whole complex to be 

visually on axis with the city and centered on the town’s main street to provide a focal point for 

the vista from downtown (plate VII.e).  The body of the building in a 4:5 ratio rises out of the 

whole (plate VII.d), which emphasizes its courthouse function; the courtroom itself occupying its 

entire second floor (plate VII.c).  The significance of this central portion of the building is 

 
360 Claude Bragdon, BN, 83.  The use of the term “most satisfies the eye” was most probably derived from Bragdon’s 
reading of Viollet-le-duc.  In lecture IX regarding proportions:  “These are absolute rules and geometric principles, and 
if these principles accord with ocular instinct it is because sight is a sense resembling hearing, which cannot 
encounter a discord without being offended, however little one may be acquainted with music…  The equilateral 
triangle is that in particular which completely satisfies the eye.”  Eugene-Emmanuel Viollet-le-duc, Lectures on 
Architecture in Two Volumes (New York:  Dover Publications, 1987 (1877 volume I and 1881 volume II)), 392. 
361 Claude Bragdon, “”The ‘Village Bank’ Series,” The Brickbuilder 9 (October 1900): 204-206 (205). 
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articulated in the detailing of its cornice, which continues the detailing from the side wings but is 

capped with a more prominent set of dentils doubled in size with a heavier cornice line.  Bragdon 

would have described its architectural “style” as following the rule that a public building should 

be in keeping with the town’s oldest houses and churches:  “…the building should be in the 

Colonial style, recalling the period in which our taste was truest and finest, yet it should not be 

archaic, but palpitating with the spirit of to-day.”362   

 The courthouse is entered centrally from the portico into the central axis of the main 

entrance hall that is aligned with the rest of the town.  The public is re-oriented toward the spaces 

to the left and led to a grand stair hall that is dominated by a Bragdon-designed stained glass 

window with the emblem for the town of Geneseo at the intermediate landing to the south (plate 

VII.f).  The organization of the plan is clearly articulated and most evident by looking at the 

second floor:  the central body of the building with its courtroom function is flanked to the left 

by the public support spaces and to the right by the private judicial zone (plate VII.d). 

 Clues to the sources for the architectural vocabulary of this project can be read in the 

preliminary façade study:  to the right is Bragdon’s characteristic scale figure with a 10-foot rod 

(plate VII.a).  At first thought it would be expected that this project would be modeled after one 

of the palaces sketched by Bragdon three years earlier.  However, Bragdon also had recently 

finished many line drawings for the publication on “Colonial Work in the Genesee Valley.”  The 

exterior appearance of the courthouse is most probably an amalgam of the proportional thinking 

Bragdon discovered in Italy guided by his application of a regional architectural vocabulary that 

had its origins in Georgian England.  However, it is just this familiar use of a style that would not 

be in keeping with Sir Christopher Wren’s “natural Causes of Beauty” that provided its model: 

 
362 Claude Bragdon, “The Village Courthouse,” The Brickbuilder 14 (December 1905): 276-278. 
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“Beauty is a Harmony of Objects, begetting Pleasure by the Eye.  There are two 
Causes of Beauty, natural and customary.  Natural is from Geometry, consisting 
in Uniformity (that is Equality) and Proportion.  Customary Beauty is begotten by 
the Use of our Senses to those Objects which are usually pleasing to us for other 
Causes, as Familiarity or Particular Inclination breeds a Love to Things not in 
themselves lovely.  Here lies the great Occasion of Errors; here is tried the 
Architect’s Judgment:  but always the true Test is natural or geometrical 
Beauty…”363

 
 The archetypal character of the building’s form can be seen in its inherent geometry 

(plate VII.a).  The front elevation is determined by the relationship of three equilateral triangles 

with the watertable as their benchmark, the center point of the tympanum limiting the height of 

its extremities.  The ratio of the portico is 2:3.  The rhythm of the windows is evenly spaced 

across the façade; the 2:5 ratio of the central body is reiterated in its 5:2 relationship to the 

flanking wings.  The courthouse façade is a woven pattern of proportional relationships based on 

the equilateral triangle—the proportions of the windows themselves are based on this angle as a 

guarantee that these parts will relate to the whole composition.  The magic square of three also 

appears in the façade:  it is subliminally expressed as holes in the side brick walls to form vents 

for the attic (plate VII.g) and the center of the tympanum is marked with an encircled crossing 

that emphasizes the cardinal and inter-cardinal directions (plate VII.e). 

 The character of Bragdon’s addition to the Livingston County Courthouse is revealed in 

its materiality.  The materials Bragdon selected were in keeping with the original building.  The 

brick and mortar colors closely match and both use a running bond.  The original building is 

almost puritan in its detailing, which is sparse, minimal and simply articulated:  the cornice line 

is clean with little detail and the window heads are minimized so as to almost disappear into the 

 
363 Parentalia: or Memoirs of the Family of the Wrens; Viz. of Mathew Bishop of Ely, Christopher Dean of Windsor, 
&c. But Chiefly of Sir Christopher Wren, Late Surveyor-General of the Royal Buildings, President of the Royal 
Society, Compiled by his Son Christopher.  Now published by his Grandson, Stephen Wren…with the Care of Joseph 
Ames (London, 1750).  As found in Architecture in America:  A Battle of Styles, edited by William A. Coles and Henry 
Hope Reed, Jr.  (New York:  Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1961):  14-15. 
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wall.  On the other hand, the cornice of Bragdon’s building is more elaborate, with borrowings 

from the Georgian style he came to know so well, and the window heads are punctuated with bits 

of stone.  What primarily distinguishes these two buildings is in the use of stone.  For example, 

there is an emphasis on an articulated dressed-stone watertable in both buildings and both use 

stone for the foundation, but Bragdon’s watertable is expressed by being doubled and projecting 

from the face of the foundation wall instead of remaining flush; and Bragdon’s foundation wall 

is made from cut and dressed stone versus the original wall’s natural stone. 

 Bragdon’s interest in discovering the materiality of stone is revealed in the project’s “bill 

of cut stone,” a drawing that unfolds its alchemical properties like the four-dimensional tesseract 

that would later preoccupy Bragdon’s imagination (plate VII.b).  This inventive drawing unfolds 

through its inner motion analogously to its unfolding in the hands and imaginations of the stone-

cutters and masons who would be using it as a recipe for the construction of the building.  The 

drawing is meant to be held in the hands by a mason on site while contemplating the procedure 

of construction.  The motion within the drawing orients the pieces of stone to be in context with 

the openings and points they are destined to trim.  The drawing moves the imagination to 

construct an archetypal mental image to be used in the construction of the building.  The motion 

around the drawing is analogous to the worker’s future movement around the excavated building 

site in laying the foundations, later providing a reference for co-ordinating the fenestration 

above.   

 The “bill of cut stone” is an assurance of quality and quantity.  Specifications are 

included for the type of stone, its color, its location of origination, and its finish and joining, 

which are later to be followed by full-size details.  From Bragdon’s method of graphic 

representation, the drawing can be paced; the stones can be dimensioned for fabrication and 
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counted for estimating construction costs, oriented with the future building.  The stones are 

represented as they would be seen from the vantage point of their use:  those stones used for 

bearing and those used as caps are shown from above; stones that would be looked at from the 

ground are shown from below.  Bragdon uses “isometric perspective” to ensure the three-

dimensional visualization of the stones in the mind of the beholder.  The isometric perspective is 

a three-dimensional imagining on a two-dimensional surface that Bragdon seemed to prefer over 

other methods of representation for the following reasons: 

“…first, as an easily achieved projection of the mental image, conveying the 
sense of three-dimensionality without going through the tedious process of point 
perspective; second, as an interpreter of working drawings to the artisan, an 
isometric drawing being a realistic working drawing—plan, elevation and section 
all in one; and, third, because of its being true to scale in all three dimensions it 
becomes in some cases a more clear and effective working drawing than any other 
kind.”364

 
 The Livingston County Courthouse is a minor Italian palace that was designed using the 

innate and instinctual qualities that by this time had become an embodied part of Bragdon’s 

architectural nature.  This is one of his earlier projects, executed not long after the Stein 

House.365  It is a demonstration of Bragdon’s interest in Number, both in counting and in 

proportional relationships, and is in keeping with the vernacular architecture of the Genesee 

Valley of which it is a part.   

 
364 Claude Bragdon, FF, 59-60. 
365 Bragdon opened a practice with J. Con Hillman upon his return from Europe, which was prosperous by 1900 and 
continued until 1904 when it was dissolved.  He was in practice with Hillman for the duration of the Livingston County 
Courthouse project. 
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1901 Buell House, 22 Berkeley Street, Rochester, New York 

The residence for George C. Buell366 (plate VIII) has all the attributes that characterize A Simple 

Dwelling but is being considered as one of the Minor Italian Palaces due to its scale, 

architectural vocabulary and use of materials.  Primarily being based on use and function, A 

Simple Dwelling tends to be modest in scale.  Far from being modest, the Buell House represents 

one of Bragdon’s grander homes.  Similar to the Livingston County Courthouse, the larger body 

of the center, bracketed by the two bays, rises out of the whole, which is flanked by two smaller 

bodies (plate VIII.c).  For example, the servant’s quarters operates so independently from the 

main house that it is its own three-story house, serving the main house directly on center with 

each of the floors; its separation articulated structurally by the bearing wall that separates the two 

houses.  The architectural vocabulary is studied and inventive—a transformative use of the 

knowledge that came naturally to him through his prior sketching experiences.  The grammar he 

used in the detailing of the materials for the Buell House is in keeping with his Theosophic 

architectural theory that is based on First Principles:  “…principles so fundamental that they 

suffer no change, however new and various their illustrations.  These principles are embodied in 

number...”367   

 With origins in antiquity, the magic square is a fundamental operation of the active 

intellect that (re)creates the order of the world in its imaginative mathematical making.  

According to Bragdon, “number is itself the most abstract expression of the world order.”368  

Squaring the circle is a physical operation used to orient earthly projects with the cosmos above, 

the act of which remains invisibly present in the constructed work.  Among the invisible aspects 
 

366 In 1979, the Buell House and its coach house were converted from a single family residence into a 5-unit 
condominium complex. 
367 Claude Bragdon, A&D, 61. 
368 Claude Bragdon, A&D, 59. 
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of the magic square is the notion of centering and alignment, which in the Buell House is 

revealed in its magic-square ornament as a “world order” that breathes life into its materials.  

The esoteric aspects of number are in harmony and proportion; the exoteric aspects are in the 

visible representations of ornament and in the detailing of materials.  In its dialogue between the 

visible and the invisible aspects of the magic square, the Buell House is an example of Bragdon’s 

use of number in architectural design, because “…number—that is, mathematics—is more than 

symbol, it is the very thing itself.”369  

 The house is entered from the west through a balanced framework of the Doric order370 

(plates VIII.d and VIII.g) into a main hall located in the heart of the building.  The magic square 

is referenced in the plan of the house, emphasizing the north-south axis of the centered enfilade 

that strings the rooms together.  Except for connecting three floors instead of two, the stair 

section of the Buell House is similar to that of the Eastwood House (plate VI.b), and it is 

apparent that this stair, too, was conceived as a single space intended to be a spatial continuum 

with the rest of the house.  One characteristic of a Bragdon home is that there are views clear 

through the house.  Upon entering the Buell House, there is a view through from the entrance 

vestibule out of the leaded glass windows on the first and second floors.  The stair balustrade is 

built up from simple rectangular stock (plate VIII.h) to provide windows to frame this view to 

the beyond out of these wondrous leaded glass windows.  These windows are designed with 

hardware in such a way that in order to open them, the windows are lifted up and swung into the 

house—most probably for ease of cleaning, especially for the upper floors. 

 
369 Claude Bragdon, A&D, 57. 
370 This Doric order is illustrated by Bragdon in his Figure 74, “The Numerical Basis of the Architectural Orders” 
according to Vignole, as found in BN, (1910), 78.  The marquise in plate VIII.g was added at a later date, along with a 
coach house. 
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 The crossing of the enfilade and the stair hall centers the house while opening it up to the 

exterior (plate VIII.c).  There is a shift of centers between the front elevation of the house and the 

interior stairwell, which is resolved by this enfilade that refocuses attention to the north by 

opening the interior of the house to the outdoors.  The shift is most clearly expressed by the 

configuration of the first floor main hall, which although asymmetrical is a balance of forces.  

The four first-floor public rooms function as “one apartment” by referencing the central main 

hall and by being separated, yet joined, by double doors (plate VIII.d).  

 The enfilade is spatial device that increases the perception of openness and transparency 

to the interior that precludes the need for a characteristic Simple Dwelling fireplace to be located 

opposite from a glazed opening.  Except for the living room fireplace, which is centered on the 

bay window opposite, the fireplaces are located according to the functioning of the room.   

 The body of the building revolves around the central stair hall, which is represented on 

the exterior façade as a play of gendered forms in a cosmic dance of one striving to become the 

other, balanced about an asymmetrical center.  The exactly square façade panel at the entry is 

held tightly by the adjacent bay windows (plates VIII.d and VIII.g) and is composed similarly to 

the rules Bragdon set up ten years earlier in his manuscript notes for The Beautiful Necessity 

(figure 53).  The central rectangular window is a fourfold “sun” around which the other forms 

revolve in a polarized interplay of balanced opposites.  In a manner similar to this early sketch, 

the façade is comprised of three parts vertically:  entrance framework, second floor windows, 

and cornice.  The three horizontal parts are designated by the three central windows:  the sun 

flanked by two ellipses.  Bragdon’s use of number has resulted in an enigmatic face to a building 

that gives the impression of being balanced. 
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Figure 53.  “The above is seen to be 3-fold vertically and 3-fold horizontally.  The central 
figure or “sun” is circular, neuter, masculine & feminine in one.  The members below and 
above it are straight, masculine, and to right & left elliptical, feminine.  The “sun” is fourfold, 
which is the number of symmetry, completion, perfection; the elliptical figures are 3-fold and 
the straight, 3-fold & fivefold respectively, numbers of incompletion, striving, becoming.” 

 The entrance façade is bracketed by bay windows that are resolved at the roofline by the 

parapets above, the vocabulary of which is repeated at the north elevation that faces one of 

Rochester’s main thoroughfares, East Avenue (plate VIII.i).  These parapet walls serve to center 

their respective façades and are a gendered balance of forms based on Bragdon’s “law of trinity”:  

the feminine horizontal and the masculine vertical are resolved by the neutral arch, the center of 

which is punctuated at the top by an androgynous finial. 

 The joints in the terra cotta lintel over the front doorway radiate from two focal points 

that mediate the equal spacings of the entablature above with the five equal lintel blocks over the 

threshold to provide structural joints, the central block acting as a keystone to lock the pieces 
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Figure 54.  Claude Bragdon, Architecture and Democracy, 
1926. 

 
 
Figure 55.  Claude Bragdon, Architecture and 
Democracy, 1926. 

together (plate VIII.d).  The five spaces are centered on the triglyphs—the masculine yo balanced 

with the feminine in form of the metopes.  The lintel joints for the three windows resolve 

structural forces independently of the entablature above and radiate from the center of the 

window sill.  The rhythm of the doorway with respect to the three windows is marked by the 

triglyphs in the rhythmic diminutive ratio of 5:8.  The three windows themselves are regulated by 

the equilateral triangle.  The central “sun” above is a single element balanced by the two ellipses.  

The left ellipse is centered with respect to the front door and determines the spacing of the rest, 

all of which is centered over the whole framework below.  Bragdon uses the Doric order 

“according to Vignole” for the columns and entablature, the fluted portion of the columns in a 

ratio of 2:1 to the smooth surface.  The columns are tapered very slightly. 

 Characteristically a static building element, the structural brick walls of the Buell House 

undulate with life in such a way that the walls themselves breathe with movement.  The twelve-

inch bricks are laid up in a double-stretcher Flemish bond using a broad gray joint with every 
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other header a dark brick,371 which emphasizes both the vertical and movement along the 

diagonal (plate VIII.f).  The brick and mortar joints are sized so that four bricks and four joints 

equal eleven inches.  This brick bond pattern sets up the ability to make magic squares (figure 

54).  The horizontal band at the top of the wall at the cornice line is “3-fold vertically” comprised 

of a series of magic squares with articulated centers framed above by the roof fascia and below 

by an ornamental brick frieze.  Bragdon’s organic design strategy relates the parts to the whole:  

the entrance façade’s 3-fold nature is repeated from the overall composition to the disposition of 

its ornamental parts.  The overall brick pattern spirals around the house up and to the right 

similar to the knight’s move in chess—over to the right two and up one—and the “knight’s 

move” magic square.372  This motion about the house implies a four-dimensional infinite 

continuum. 

 In keeping with A Simple Dwelling, the Buell House is a project in which “plain forms 

and simple surfaces predominate”373—the minimal use of ornament is simply articulated and 

positioned to reveal the project’s inherent beauty.  The subtle use of pattern as ornament in the 

simple surface of the brick is a detail of the Buell House that has to be sought out by the 

observer.  According to Bragdon, “Beauty in architecture is largely the result of structural 

necessity; beauty in ornament may spring from a necessity which is numerical.”374  The “world 

order” is a numerical necessity related to the magic square that is invisibly present in the visible 

aspects of Bragdon’s architecture.  The regulating lines of the magic square formed one of the 

methods Bragdon used to develop his own ornament (figure 55).  The magic square of four can 

 
371 This type of wall was described by Bragdon as a “structural finish” in “The Village Bank,” 205.  The wall is 
structural because the header bricks tie the two-wythe brick wall together into one structural whole, or bearing wall. 
372 See appendix “Islamic Magic Squares and Sufiism.”   
373 Claude Bragdon, “Modern German Domestic Architecture,” n.p. 
374 Claude Bragdon, A&D, 67. 
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be discovered in the ornamental details of this project.  In the detail of the window muntin (plate 

VIII.e), this magic square is represented as an interweaving of polar forces about a center.  The 

magic square of four is also represented in the spandrel panel of the bay window with an 

emphasis on the inter-cardinal directions (plate VIII.b).  The ornamental frieze of the bathroom 

wainscot is an androgynous dialogue of magic square forms (plate VIII.a).  All of these 

ornamental patterns have a center, which relates to the “fourfold” sun—referencing a center 

about which all revolves.  Although the ornament on the Buell House is reasonably 

representational, this project anticipates the future development of his projective ornament.375

1904 Police Precinct Station, 740 University Avenue, Rochester, New York 

Bragdon’s first principles of unity in polarity and trinity, the law of radiation and the arithmetic 

of beauty can be found in the University Avenue Precinct Station (Plate IX).  The plans for this 

police station were designed to be universally applied in five different Rochester locations.  The 

University Avenue station is the only remaining example of this living, breathing, prototypical 

building. 

 The Minor Italian Palace is a visible representation of the “arithmetic of beauty,” which 

is a science of quantity that relates spaces numerically:  “The relation of masses one to another—

of voids to solids, and of heights and lengths to widths…”376  According to Bragdon, this science 

of quantity is a guarantee of a beautiful building: 

“Every building is a symbol of some number or group of numbers, and other 
things being equal the more perfect the numbers involved the more beautiful will 
be the building (figures [52] and [56]377).  Three, 5 and 7—the numbers which 
occur oftenest—are the most satisfactory because, being of small quantity, they 

 
375 See chapter entitled “Projective Ornament” in the section “Color Music.” 
376 Claude Bragdon, BN, 76. 
377 Bragdon’s figure numbers have been replaced by numbers to reference these figures in this text. 
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are easily grasped by the eye, and being odd, they yield a center or axis, so 
necessary in every architectural composition.”378

 
 The University Avenue Precinct Station is a 

symbol of the magic square of three.  It is a Minor 

Italian Palace modeled after Bragdon’s sketch of the 

Palazzo Bartolini in Florence (figure 56), the façade of 

which is a three by three interplay of voids to solid, the 

fundamental arithmetic principle of the square of three.  

This police station is a magic square of three with an 

exactly square façade that is entered on axis at its 

anthropomorphic feet (plate IX.d).  

 
 
Figure 56.  Claude Bragdon, “Arithmetic 
of Beauty,” The Beautiful Necessity, 
1910.

 The architectural composition of the Precinct Station was derived from the “necessary” 

axial center found in the number three.  The planning of this police station is an exercise in 

rotation about a crossing in terms of the relationship between the first and second floors.  The 

station is entered at the first floor on axis longitudinally, which determines the bi-polar 

organization of the first floor that is balanced to the left and to the right about the center (plate 

IX.a).  This axis is crossed by the central vertical circulation element of the stair, which is 

articulated structurally by the two bearing walls that define its boundaries and demarcate its other 

vertical circulation elements (plate IX.c).  Centered within the building, this area is its heart and 

lungs.  Just as the human heart is an anatomical circulation system, the heart of this building 

circulates people and the systems of plumbing and mechanical ventilation.  The building breathes 

through a central vertical shaft and skylight that bring natural ventilation and daylighting to the 

interior of the building, located above the middle shower.  The second and third floor plans are 
                                                      
378 Claude Bragdon, BN, 81. 
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rotated with respect to the first floor and are balanced about 

the central axis of the stairway (plate IX.b).  Using rules 

similar to the Buell House, this central core is the center and 

“sun” to this organizational scheme that is expressed by the 

fenestration of the side elevation as a central yo element 

flanked by in pairs of windows. 

 
 
Figure 57.  Claude Bragdon, “Unity and 
Polarity,” The Beautiful Necessity, 1910. 

 As with the other Minor Italian Palaces, the precinct 

station’s ornamentation was developed from what Bragdon 

knew based on his experiences, balanced by the principles he 

developed for his Theosophic architectural theory.  The terra cotta cornice is detailed in a band 

of three, which is a gendered balance of traditional ornaments such as the string of dentils 

supporting the egg and tongue (figure 57) motif above (plate IX.e).  Although not all together at 

this roofline cornice, all three of the ornamental bands in this figure were used in this project.  

The corners of the building are visually held in place by the pair of androgynous symmetrically-

balanced terra cotta fasces.  Referencing Italy in its ancient Roman origins as a badge of 

authority, the fasces was used by Bragdon to symbolically represent the use of the building as a 

police station.  Atypical for a band of dentils is the ball inserted between its teeth—Bragdon has 

modified this characteristic cornice detail so that it would be a balance of masculine and 

feminine elements.  

 The building is entered through a bi-polar framework that is balanced about the central 

“sun” of the eagle and articulated by a characteristic equipoise of in and yo elements (plate IX.f).  

The eagle fits precisely within a circle, the radius of which is centered over the opening and the 

upper limit of the terra cotta cornice below.  The bi-polarity of its design is directly related to the 
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structural necessity of the terra cotta and the need to maintain a balance of forces to prevent 

damage to the material.  The eagle sits on a fasces which has been doubled, polarized about its 

center, setting the precedent for the banded torus ornament below, which is represented as a 

doubled crossing centered at the terra cotta joints so that the cross itself will remain intact during 

settlement of the structure.  The body of the eagle slides in a few courses below the window sill 

and is independent of its wings.  Not shown in the details is the structural relationship of the 

eagle to the cornice:  the structural joint in its terra cotta perch continues from the fasces upwards 

to separate the eagle’s wings from its body (plate IX.h).  The cornice is designed in seven pieces, 

which naturally provides a center.  Assembly is from left to right as in writing a sentence; its 

installation is an act of locking the terra cotta pieces together and anchoring them into the brick 

wall of the body of the building.   

 There are other attributes that contribute to the balanced framework of the entry.  The 

soffit of the cornice is centered with an encircled “R,” Bragdon’s shorthand notation for the City 

of Rochester.  To either side of the eagle “sun” is an acroterion 379of five acanthus leaves that is 

governed by the law of radiation, the focal point located at the cornice corner.  The threshold 

itself is framed by the ornamental bands of egg and tongue, and bead and reel.  The two flanking 

brackets are faced with a chain of interwoven circles, a visible sign of unity in the building, the 

chain itself symbolizing imprisonment. 

 All of the windows of the precinct station are the same size, detailed the same way, and 

are proportioned by the equilateral triangle like the Livingston County Courthouse and the Buell 

House.  Bragdon used shadow to imply a frame around each window in a manner similar to the 

 
379 Acroteria are decorative members usually in the form of griffons, sphinxes, chimeras or oversized acanthus leaves 
located at the edges of pediments in antique classical buildings.  As found in Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, 
Classical Architecture:  The Poetics of Order, 52-53. 
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framed windows of the palaces he sketched in Italy:  the brick surround is recessed the width of 

one brick (plate IX.g).  The three-piece terra cotta sill locks together for ease of installation from 

left to right, which protects the joint from moisture penetration.  The sill is well articulated 

emphasizing the space of the window by the width of its recessed drip; and is in three pieces to 

emphasize the center, which is further punctuated by the keystone above.  The keystone is a 

double entendre that speaks to its use of locking the arched-header in place for a building 

designed to keep criminals under lock and key.  Bragdon used shadow to reveal the form of the 

key which is designed symmetrically with in and yo elements.  The as-built key differs from the 

drawing which represents a literal key; the built key is symmetrically balanced about its center, 

an androgynous composition of straight and curved lines. 

 The University Avenue Precinct Station is a visible representation of the arithmetic of 

beauty most artfully expressed in the magic square of three.  The numeric exoteric beauty of this 

simple square is readily appreciated by the eye due to its simplicity and its inherent centering, 

which provide an esoteric pleasure that is instinctually felt as harmony and ease of being in its 

presence.  This Minor Italian Palace is a simple building that demonstrates the architectural 

beauty that can be achieved through simple arithmetic and geometric relationships. 
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Harmonic Proportions of Color 
 
One of the functions of architecture is to reveal the inherent qualities and beauties of different 
materials, by their appropriate use and tasteful display…  Now color is a precious thing…  Let 
us build our walls, then, of stone or brick or stucco, for their flat surfaces and neutral tints 
conduce to that repose so essential to good architectural effect:  but let us not rest content with 
this, but grant to the eye the delight and contentment which it craves, by color and pattern 
placed at those points to which it is desirable to attract attention, for they serve the same 
aesthetic purpose as a tiara on the brow of beauty, or a ring on a delicate white hand.380

 
 Claude Bragdon, “The Use of Ceramic Products in the Embellishment of Buildings,” 1917 
 
Color and pattern are the ornaments of architecture that disclose the invisible aspects of the 

building.  Ornament is the externalization of an inner life, the “hippity-hop” of form.  From 

Bragdon’s point of view, ornament reveals to the eye the excess of life in a building that results 

from the controlling principles of its structural forms.  Similar to the energy force that causes a 

plant to bloom, this exuberance breathes life into a building through the resolution of the 

structural and the economic necessities that determine the forms and arrangements of 

architecture.381  Ornament is the visible manifestation of the inner life force (prāna) of a 

building. 

 Bragdon’s ornament depended on relationships between color and pattern, rhythm and 

proportion, to bring movement to architectural form.  His preoccupation with the harmonic 

proportions of color began as early as 1890 when he attempted to discover color-music ratios 

that could inform the principles of his architectural theory.   

 
380 Claude Bragdon, “The Use of Ceramic Products in the Embellishment of Buildings,” The Architectural Forum, 26 
(January 1917):  17-19 (18). 
381 “Structural and economic necessity can be depended upon to determine the characteristic forms and 
arrangements of the architecture of the machine age and is doing it already, but necessity of another sort must 
determine our ornamental mode if we are to have one—a necessity psychological and aesthetic.  With the opinion of 
those who would have our architecture bare of ornament I do not agree.  Ornament is as integral a part of 
architecture as a blossom is part of a tree.  Excess of life causes a plant to bloom, a bird to sing, a child to break from 
a walk into a hippity-hop; and ornament represents that same excess of life in a work of architectural art—the spilled 
wine from a cup over-full.”  As found in Claude Bragdon, “Mathematics as an Aid to Design,” in BFP A.B81, Box 34, 
Folder 66, n.d. 
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Figure 58.  Claude Bragdon, notebook dated March 1890. 

 Bragdon’s researches always began with Number.  Using his own-made numerology, 

Bragdon first correlated the letter-notes of the music scale with numbers in a manner similar to 

the Hebrew tradition of gematria, which interchanges numbers with letters of the alphabet.  He 

then summed the numbers by “casting out nines”382 until the numbers reduced to less than nine.  

These numbers were assigned colors and notes, and then graphed in magic squares of three, 

which became color-music chords.383  This experiment of color, number and musical notes 

culminated in a chromatic scale of one octave of ascending and descending color-notes, or 

chromes, to each side of the center (figure 58).  Writing later in 1926 in “Light as a Language,” 

he explained his rationale:  “…the spectrum, considered as the analogue of a musical octave can 

be subdivided into twelve colors which may be representative of the musical chromatic scale of 

twelve semi-tones:  the very word, chromatic, being suggestive of such a correspondence 

between sound and light.”384  In Bragdon’s diagram the larger circles represent the tones, the 

 
382 In casting out nines, the numbers are added together horizontally until reduced to a number equivalent to nine or 
less.  For example, when the numbers of 6,789 are added together the sum is 30, which when summed equals 3.  
From the number 30, three nines are cast out (3 x 9 = 27) to yield the number three. 
383 In writing to his friend Fritz Trautmann, a noted “colorist,” on October 26, 1919 he discusses the relationship of 
color to number with respect to the “polarization” and “equipoise” that comes about due to “magic arrangement of 
numbers.”  As found in BFP A.B81. 
384 Claude Bragdon, A&D, 102-103. 
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inset smaller circles the semi-tones or two half-steps of the chromatic scale.  In a demonstration 

of polarity about the center, he used larger circles of differing diameters to regulate the parts to 

the whole through unity in duality and unity in trinity.  In a similar way, he would later use 

circles to demonstrate the musical ratios of his architectural designs (for example plate XIV.a). 

 Throughout his lifetime, Bragdon struggled with finding correlatives between color, 

music and architecture, the three together, without reaching a definitive theory and repeatedly 

turned to this study time and again.  There was a section on the harmonic proportions of color in 

his very first “Beautiful Necessity” article for House and Garden in January 1902; however, the 

subject was dropped for the subsequent publications in The Theosophic Messenger and his book 

The Beautiful Necessity.   

 For the House and Garden article entitled “The Rule of Three,” he associated color with 

music through the triangular aspects of a musical chord and a progression of threes.  According 

to the information he had, music could be resolved into two chords, the dominant seventh and the 

tonic.385  Since the least number of notes for a chord is three, and color consists of three 

primaries and three secondaries, Bragdon surmised that a chord of color would be comprised of a 

primary color (the tonic) and its complement (the dominant seventh), the complementary color 

itself a duality due to its being a mixture of two primary colors.  Because he could not relate 

color to architecture and music directly in any other way than through unity in trinity, he later 

discontinued writing about it; but color continued to remain a subject of interest.  His next 

discussions of color as related to architecture, but not music, were in his articles on brick and 

terra cotta fifteen years later.  He picked the topic up again for the final chapter of his 1932 book 

The Frozen Fountain entitled, “Color.” 
 

385 He attributes this understanding of the structure of musical chords to Schopenhauer in Claude Bragdon, “The Rule 
of Three,” House and Garden 2 (January 1902):  10-11. 
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 It seems that Bragdon’s organic use of color was inseparable from the project’s 

materiality.  Color was used on A Simple Dwelling to place it in context with nature like a tree 

against the sky:  the walls and roof shingles were to be warm gray like the branches of a tree, the 

trim green like the leaves, and the sash white like the clouds above.386  In the Minor Italian 

Palace, the use of color was inherent in the materials themselves, with the exception of the white 

sash and trim, and the color palette itself tended to be monochromatic.387  According to Bragdon, 

when color was used to express the ornaments of a building, it was to be used “in keeping with 

its general character and complexion.”388   

 Bragdon’s first active use of color in architecture had been limited to spots of color 

within the leaded glass windows of his projects.  When colored glass was used, it was generally 

located solely within the Japanese mons that was central to these windows.  Innovations in 

colored ceramics and terra cotta together with his discovery of the potential of color led Bragdon 

to use it to ornament the exteriors of his buildings.389   

 
386 Although these houses are not exactly these colors today, Bragdon described his use of color on them in “An 
Architect’s House,” “A Simple Dwelling” and “A ‘Darmstadt’ House in America.”  The Keller House is similar, except 
for the use of brick for the walls and the sash most probably was originally white.  
387 This would be in keeping with his understanding of the use of color in his Italian models:  “When, in the sixteenth 
century, the Renaissance spread from South to North, color was practically eliminated from architecture.”  In 
Bragdon, “The Use of Ceramic Products,” 17. 
388 Claude Bragdon, “The Use of Ceramic Products in the Embellishment of Buildings,” 18. 
389 “It goes without saying that ceramic projects are ideal for this purpose [the use of color].  In them nearly the whole 
gamut of the spectrum is available to the architect.  The colors do not change nor fade, and they possess a beautiful 
quality.  Our craftsmen and manufacturers of face brick, architectural terra cotta, and colored tile, after much costly 
experimentation have succeeded in producing these ceramics of a high order of excellence and intrinsic beauty:  they 
can do practically anything demanded of them; but from that quarter where they would reap the greatest commercial 
advantage—the field of architecture—there is all too little demand.”  As found in Claude Bragdon, “The Use of 
Ceramic Products,” 18. 
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Figure 59.  1902 Rochester Athletic Club, 72 
North Clinton Street, Leon Stern in association 
with Bragdon & Hillman, ca. 1904. 

 Bragdon’s exterior use of colored terra cotta 

coincided with a change in his treatment of the 

cornice line, one of the first demonstrations of 

which is his 1902 project for the Rochester Athletic 

Club (figure 59).390  Prior to this time, the treatment 

of the roof edge was either modeled after the 

indigenous Genesee Valley “Georgian” style or by 

what he had studied in Italy.  Instead of using wood 

trim as an ornamental frieze in the classical 

vocabulary of dentils, egg and dart, etc., Bragdon 

used the shadows created by the bricks themselves to define the cornice line at the top of this 

building where it meets the sky.  It is likely that Bragdon became aware of this use of brick due 

to his research into Brick and Terra cotta during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance in Italy, 

authored by Heinrich Strack in 1889 and mentioned by Bragdon in his article “The Village 

Bank” published in 1900.  In the same issue of The Brickbuilder as was Bragdon’s article, was 

this publication of MIT student work of similar brick cornices (figure 60), which indicates that 

this treatment of the cornice line was a contemporaneous architectural practice.   

 Bragdon’s use of color in his buildings came out of the machine age and industrial 

production, which enabled terra cotta to be mass-produced so that it could be popularly used in 

architecture, opening the way to the polychromatic treatment of façades that Gottfried Semper 

                                                      
390 Drawings of this project were prepared for publication in The Brickbuilder, but the project was never published.  
Although this section is about color in architecture, note the magic square window used to illuminate the gymnasium 
floor within. 
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had brought to the attention of 19th-century architectural circles.391  According to Bragdon, due 

to advances in cultural and technological production a schism had developed between designing 

and making, and terra cotta was illustrative of this split.  This new material process encouraged 

the separation of architect and artisan, which previously did not exist when they were one and 

the same person, because the American architect relied on the manufacturer to actualize the terra 

cotta designs and to resolve its detailing and coloring.392  He encouraged a closer collaboration 

between manufacturer and architect in the execution of a design into a material product so that 

the architect could “learn that a style is a garment which takes its shape from the materials and 

methods of construction employed.”393  

 In the projects to follow, colored terra cotta ornament was used to accentuate specific 

attributes of a building like “a tiara on the brow of beauty.”  For his colored buildings, Bragdon 

adapts the brick cornice for use together with terra cotta coping in such as way that expresses the 

integrity of the wall by extending it uninterrupted to meet the sky.  These are transitional projects 

clothed in familiar styles that mediate what Bragdon knows in anticipation of his future 

inventions.  These projects are characterized by Bragdon’s articulate use of brick and terra cotta. 

 

 
391 Gottfried Semper, “Preliminary Remarks on Polychrome Architecture and Sculpture in Antiquity,” The Four 
Elements of Architecture and Other Writings, translated by Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Hermann (New 
York:  Cambridge University Press, 1989), 45-73. 
392 “On the few occasions (yes, few, mea culpa) when I spent a day with my coat off at two of the large terra cotta 
factories, it was treated as an unusual event.  I was informed that once only in that year had an architect spent an 
entire day informing and inspiring the workmen engaged in carrying out his designs.”  As found in Claude Bragdon, 
“The ‘Dead Hand’ in Architecture, or (A New Space-Language for To-Day),” The Brickbuilder, XXIII/7 (July 1914): 
149-151 (150). 
393 Claude Bragdon, “The ‘Dead Hand’ in Architecture,” 149 
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Figure 60.  from The Brickbuilder, October 1900:  “The accompanying drawings of brick 
cornices are the result of the weekly exercise in design given the class in History of 
Ornament at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  It was required to use moulded 
bricks only where necessary, keeping as far as possible to bricks of regular shape.” 

Figure 60.  from The Brickbuilder, October 1900:  “The accompanying drawings of brick 
cornices are the result of the weekly exercise in design given the class in History of 
Ornament at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  It was required to use moulded 
bricks only where necessary, keeping as far as possible to bricks of regular shape.” 
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1907 First Universalist Church, South Clinton Street, Rochester, NY 

The coloring of the First Universalist Church (Plate II) is a subtle play of dark bricks revealing 

magic squares and a minimal use of spiritual colors to reveal the buildings use and function.  

Designed within five years of the Rochester Athletic Club, this church is located a few blocks to 

the south on the same main street in downtown Rochester, Clinton Street.  Because both 

buildings have gable roofs and similar brick details at the cornice, at first thought it might seem 

that Bragdon brought forward some of the characteristics of the church it was to replace (Plate 

I.b) by duplicating the cornice line of this pre-existing church.  However, upon closer inspection 

there is a subtle but distinct difference in the ways the roof conditions of these two buildings are 

treated.   

In the original church, the roofing material extended over the brick wall below to provide 

an overhang, which protected the cavity of its brick bearing wall.  This is a constructive necessity 

and an assurance of a water-tight building.  Terra cotta is a clay-based product that is glazed and 

fired, making it less permeable than brick.  It can be molded into larger sizes and as a result can 

provide a building envelope with fewer joints vulnerable to water penetration.  Bragdon used 

terra cotta to his advantage as coping for the brick walls, which allowed these walls to rise as 

parapets above the adjacent gables.  This method was similarly used on the Buell House to 

resolve its gabled end-conditions.  Symbolically, these walls rise to touch the sky instead of 

being sheltered below by a roof above.  The reason Bragdon changed his attitude toward cornice 

design was due to a rethinking based on environmental concerns.  According to Bragdon, the 

projecting Italianate cornice was demonstrative of 

“…the unsuitability of so many of the commonly used architectural forms and 
features to practical needs and to climatic and other conditions.  Cornices, made 
for the projection of strong shadows and for protection from a tropic sun, are used 
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in our cloudy northern cities, where they gather dust and soot in summer and in 
winter become traps for snow and ice…”394

 
 
 Bragdon modeled the brick in relief by revealing its form in light and shadow to breathe 

life into the planar wall surface, which was used on the parts of this building that separated the 

body of the building on earth from the sky above.  It would seem that the cornice was marked at 

the gable ends by bricks turned to a 45º angle to achieve an effect similar to the “pinking” detail 

of the cedar shakes on A Simple Dwelling (Plate II.f).  This detail casts the brick in a play of 

light and shadow, an androgynous balance of in and yo, positive and negative.  The eave ends 

were articulated by brick dentils formed by a protruding header brick above a rotated brick, its 

horizontal line reinforced by the dark course of stretcher bricks above (Plate II.h).  The brick 

arches of Bragdon’s cornice are naturally more skillfully expressed than the student work and are 

supported by five stretcher brick brackets punctuated by one rotated brick at the bottom—five 

the “marriage number” that unites the in two with the yo three.  Set within the arches are 

alternating in and yo rotated squares. 

At the entrance portico there is a white cross centered within a field of brick and terra 

cotta that acts as a tympanum over the entry (Plate II.g).  In looking at the west elevation, the 

striking glow of the cross can be seen to be radiating out from the left gable, which is in shadow 

(Plate II.e).  The white terra cotta is used for the cross and the dove above where the nave rises 

from the body of the building (Plate II.d).  Because the terra cotta is shiny and white it reflects 

light with a purity that can begin to approach light itself.  For this reason, it was used for the 

most spiritual details.  The tympanum is a sounding of color through a gridded earthly field of 

brick.  Its colors are the light blue of the firmament, the color blue also represents spirituality, 

 
394 Claude Bragdon, “The ‘Dead Hand’ in Architecture,” 151. 
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and the light, but not white, color of the stars, which are detailed by the familiar cross within a 

circle.  Both the light blue squares and the stars are made of terra cotta. 

The body of this magic square building was made from brick in a one-third running bond 

using twelve-inch bricks, which provided the framework for Bragdon to tattoo his characteristic 

symbology of rotated crossings within its flesh.  Just as architecture is pattern in space, the cross-

plan of the church is repeated as cross-patterns in the brick.  The building was banded 

horizontally with these patterns of dark brick, which inevitably yield a center.  The nave itself 

rises above the rest of the church and is marked at the inter-cardinal directions with a downward-

pointing golden triangle (Plate II.d), which is centered “3-fold vertically” (figure 53) similarly to 

the Buell House entrance.  Centered within the triangle is a cross, three roses connected by a 

thread, and a dove within a rose at the intersection of the cross.  The three roses are red, are four-

petalled, and four-square at the cardinal and inter-cardinal directions, with blue crosses at their 

centers.  The thread of divine wisdom connects them all.   

These ornaments exuberantly reveal the church’s inner self.  The masculine downward-

pointing golden triangle is indicative of the rhythmic diminution that determined the parts of the 

building in relationship to its whole.  The symbology of a circle at the intersection of a cross is 

repeated from the interior to the exterior representing the building’s essential plan, which is 

modeled after the encircled crossing.  The dove within the rose symbolizes the spirituality from 

above that is brought to the congregation within the church building below.  These ornaments are 

the proper and fitting décor suitable for the decorum, or conduct of life, of the church’s 

inhabitants. 
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1910 Bevier Memorial Building, 42 South Washington Street, Rochester, NY 

Bragdon’s first involvement with the Bevier Memorial Building (plate X) was to develop 

schematic design drawings in 1893 for the Rochester Athenæum and Mechanics Institute (plate 

X.a).395  At this time he was a partner in the firm Gordon, Bragdon & Orchard and was teaching 

pen and ink at the Mechanics Institute.396  The firm visited technical schools in the northeast to 

take advantage of the experience of similar schools so that this institution would be one of the 

best in the country in terms of arrangement of rooms, lighting, and ventilation.  Although nearly 

half of the funds were raised for its construction, the project was not constructed and occupied 

until seventeen years later. 

 At first glance, the constructed project appears to be one of the flanking wings of the 

larger imagined complex, which seems to have been modeled after a minor Italian palace 

(figures 52 and 56):  with projecting cornice, 3:7 ratio of the principal floors in keeping with 

Bragdon’s “arithmetic of beauty,” arched window heads illustrating the “law of trinity,” 

horizontal banding at the sill, and central entrance.  However, upon closer inspection the details 

begin to distinguish it from its predecessor. 

 The earlier sketch of the project provides clues to the built work.  Although all four floors 

provide space for the building program of art and technical classrooms, it is apparent from this 

sketch that the building was intended to be perceived as a three-story building above a ground 

floor basement.  In looking at the front elevation (plate X.c), the magic square Bevier building 

can be seen to be modeled after the 3 by 5 organization of the magic sum of the magic square of 

three, the square of three itself is expressed by the 3 by 3 triplet windows on the front and two 

 
395 Carolyn Swanton first brought this to my attention. 
396 He is listed in the 1893 course catalog as found in the Archives and Special Collections of the Rochester Institute 
of Technology. 
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sides.  The cornice line of the front façade breaks to reinforce the perception of the magic square 

it frames below.  The proportion of the triplet window itself is proportionate to the whole of the 

magic square façade.  The central window of the triplet is proportioned by the equilateral triangle 

similarly to his other projects; the flanking windows are equal and balanced, their geometry 

determining the proportion of the single windows to each side.  In this way, the windows become 

a part of an organic proportional system that relates the parts to the whole.  

 The design of this technical art institute is about centering and alignment.  The school is 

entered axially from the west into an entrance hall that is open clear through the building and 

fenestrated on the east and the west to illuminate the interior with natural daylighting throughout 

the day (plate X.b).  The service functions are to the east, which is minimally glazed except for 

the secondary service stair, which has a window on the first floor and a two-story window from 

the second to the third floor that brings light into the heart of the building (plate X.d).  All the 

windows have operable square panels at the head and the sill conducive to convective natural 

ventilation.  The triplet windows are centered about a window that is centered by a roundel at its 

head, which was modeled after the “rosette from the Temple of Mars, Rome”397 (plate X.h). 

 During the time the Bevier building was being designed, Bragdon had just embraced 

Theosophy and was overlaying his earlier architectural theories with its principles for publication 

in The Theosophic Messenger.  At the same time, his interest in number had led him to research 

in earnest the higher-dimensional geometries that were becoming popular at the time.  This 

resulted in the submission of an article for the 1909 Scientific American essay contest on the 

 
397 There is a sketch of this in BN, p. 29, which was most probably the model for the majority of Bragdon’s ornaments 
that were based on the cardinal and inter-cardinal directions. 

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Part III:  Projects 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture Harmonic Proportions of Color 
 1910 Bevier Memorial Building 
Eugenia Victoria Ellis  page 189 
 
 

                                                     

fourth dimension, which was accepted for publication as “Space and Hyperspace”398 that year.  

His acceptance of Theosophy coincided with his newfound interest in the fourth dimension, 

which developed into a higher-dimensional spiritual awareness of nature and the world around 

him.  “Bear[ing] in mind that ornament, in the last analysis, is nothing but the rhythmical 

division and subdivision of space,”399 it seems that Bragdon used the burnt-clay products of 

brick and terra cotta in this building as a way of composing space in order to “weave, with new 

materials, new patterns on the loom of space.”400  The Bevier building is a transitional project 

that demonstrates through color and material the beginnings of a higher-dimensional thinking in 

Bragdon’s architectural design. 

 There is nothing to suggest that there were site limitations for this project, because 

sufficient property was acquired in 1893 to build the original, larger school building.  The plan of 

the Bevier building is 81 feet square, which is 3 to the fourth power, or the fourth dimension of 

the number three,401 the magic number of the building that is expressed on its façade.   

 The building is entered through a portico similar to the schematic sketch; however, unlike 

the original drawing, this gable is proportioned differently, which disengages it from the sill line.  

It can be seen from the elevation drawing of the Bevier building that Bragdon’s original intent 

was for the building to be in a Flemish bond with dark headers like the structural finish he 

mentioned in “The Village Bank,” which would emphasize magic squares in the wall.  However, 

the brick chosen for this project is in a variety of warm tones so that the body of the building 

 
398 Bragdon, Claude Fayette, “Space and Hyperspace,” by “Tesseract,” in The Fourth Dimension Simply Explained, 
edited by Henry Parker Manning.  As found in Linda Henderson, The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry 
in Modern Art. 
399 Claude Bragdon, “Art and Geometry,” The Architectural Review IV/3 (March 1916):  29-32 (32) as found in BFP. 
400 Claude Bragdon, “The ‘Dead Hand’ in Architecture,” 150. 
401 “Up to the period of the Reformation algebraic equations of more than the third degree were frowned upon as 
having no real meaning, since there is no fourth power or dimension.”  Bragdon quoting James Byrnie Shaw in A&D, 
80. 
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appears to have a mottled, or tweed, surface.  Instead of magic squares being expressed in the 

wall, they were expressed in the ornament.   

 The school is entered through a golden archway (plate X.g), which was compatibly 

colored to match the brick tones.  The overall color tone of the Bevier building is warm; the 

warm tone of the brick is balanced by the coolness of the blues and greens of the ornament.402  

The colors and the ornament distinguish the entranceway.  The entrance tiara is gilded by a warm 

yellow interlaced ornament.  The golden field of the ornament is accentuated by blues and greens 

that are complemented with small bits of red.  The colors of the ornament were selected based on 

the law of polarity by using complementary colors:   

“Complementary colors are like married pairs, if they find the right adjustment 
with one another they are happy…  Every artist who experiments in color soon 
finds out for himself that instead of using two colors directly complementary, it is 
better to “split” one of them, that is, use instead of one of them, two others, which 
combined will yield the color in question.”403

 
Instead of using the complementary colors red and green for the ornamental accents, Bragdon 

split the green toward yellow-green and blue-green, which softened the complementary contrast.  

In this way, three colors were used to form one “chord, which comprises any given color and its 

complementary, one of the two being, of course, a binary.”404

 The pattern of the archway ornament (plate X.g) was first identified by Bragdon in “The 

Arithmetic of Beauty” for House and Garden in 1902 as being from the Renaissance,405 but later 

in his book Projective Ornament of 1915 he recast this ornamental frieze as “Time and Space 
 

402 Bragdon recommends color schemes to be chosen where either warm or cool tones predominate, but are not 
used equally because “…the eye will suffer just that order of uneasiness which comes from the contemplation of two 
equal masses, whereas it experiences an undeniable satisfaction in proportionate unequals as the elements of a 
composition.”  As found in Bragdon, “The Use of Ceramic Products,” 18. 
403 Claude Bragdon, A&D, 142-143.  When Bragdon writes about color and mixing colors, it is with the understanding 
of mixing the colors of light and not pigments for paint, the two methods of which involve slightly different reference 
points for the colors. 
404 This is one of Bragdon’s early references to the analogous relationship of color and music.  As found in Bragdon, 
“The Rule of Three,” House and Garden 2 (January 1902):  10-11.   
405 Claude Bragdon, BN, 83. 
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Figure 61.   
Claude Bragdon, Projective Ornament, 1915 

Symbolized in Ornament” (figure 61).  As 

described by Bragdon, the successive interlaced 

pattern weaves together the simultaneous flower 

elements:  succession representative of time, 

simultaneity of space.406  According to Bragdon, 

ornament that could represent time and space 

together would be representative of the fourth 

dimension.  His use of several different bands of 

interlaced ornament for the entry is indicative of his 

piqued interest in the fourth dimension.  With this 

project, he relied on designs he knew and put them 

in terms of new mathematical knowledge to express 

ideas about the fourth dimension, which anticipated his more inventive later designs.  Bragdon’s 

intent was to maintain currency in his designs so that his projects would represent the American 

cultural condition.  He infused the ornament on this project with meaning based on his 

understanding of early 20th century Rochester, which had a significant population interested in 

the occult and the latest in scientific developments.   

 As with his other buildings ornamented with colored terra cotta, the cornice of this 

building is similar to those drawn by the MIT students (figure 60).  It can be seen from the 

elevation drawing that Bragdon’s intent was to have alternating in and yo elements within the 

blanks provided in the as-built cornice arches (plate X.f), which are odd in number and centered 

with respect to the triplet windows.  This would be in keeping with Bragdon’s law of polarity, 

                                                      
406 Claude Bragdon, PO, 68. 
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which was carried out in the rest of the ornamental details similarly to his other projects.  The 

innovative aspects of this project are in the terra cotta details and in the inventive transformations 

Bragdon made in following his Italian models to design these details in terms of the materiality 

of American terra cotta production. 

 It is evident in looking at the building elevation that Bragdon had intended the window 

sills to wrap the building at each floor similarly to their Italian models (figure 52 and 56).  These 

lines were to be ornamented beneath.  The coping at the parapet wall was to be treated similarly.  

On the elevation, the coping and the sills are indicated to be separate elements from the adjacent 

frieze below.  It is likely Bragdon discovered in working with the terra cotta manufacturer that 

functionally the two elements could be combined into one unit, which is how these terra cotta 

bands were fabricated.  The terra cotta sill line that wraps the building is one repeated unit that is 

both sill and ornamental frieze.  The central middle leaf changes direction for each tile, which 

creates movement in an alternating current407 of leaves that mark the horizontal at each floor and 

moves infinitely around the building. 

 The landing at the entrance (plate X.i) is reminiscent of his minor Italian palaces; it 

projects out beyond the line of travel like a characteristic balcony and is supported by brackets.  

Its design likely provided the basis for later examples of Bragdon’s projective ornament; for 

example, the “world order” as shown in his “imaginary composition:  the balcony” (plate XI.f).  

Like the magic line of the magic square, the path of travel to the entry is traced into the body of 

the building by projecting the landing and steps through the supporting brick wall (plate X.j). 

 
407 Most of Bragdon’s early buildings were designed with both gas and electric lights.  It can be seen from Bragdon’s 
architectural drawings that about the time of this project electricity over gas for lighting became the standard in 
Rochester. 

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Part III:  Projects 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture Harmonic Proportions of Color 
 1915 Maplewood YMCA 
Eugenia Victoria Ellis  page 193 
 
 

                                                     

 Bragdon’s interest in the fourth dimension was related to his interest in magic squares, 

which was expressed in the interlaced ornament of the Bevier building.  By being made from one 

common thread, interlacing implies unity.  This is a philosophical view held by the Muslims that 

was manifested in the Islamic arabesque, their aniconic ornament that had been developed to 

represent divine unity.  Bragdon borrowed this Eastern philosophical tradition with its inherent 

meaning of eternity and overlaid it with popular theories of relativity and higher-dimensional 

geometry to endow his ornament with the four-dimensional attributes of higher dimensional 

awareness and spatiality that were his latest concern.  Bragdon applied the hermetic notion of 

duality to this Eastern philosophical tradition by implying that in the act of interlacing opposite 

forces cross about a center to signify polarity.  To Bragdon, interlacing indicated succession in 

time and by being continuous without end, interlacing suggested eternity and the infinite 

continuity of the magic line of the magic square.408  By crowning the entryway with ornament 

based on magic lines of magic squares, Bragdon was revealing the magic square influences on 

the planning of the Bevier project.   

1915 Maplewood YMCA, Rochester , NY 

The Maplewood YMCA (plate XI) was Bragdon’s inaugural project for George Eastman.  He 

was only commissioned to design the exterior elevations and the auditorium.409  This YMCA is a 

Minor Italian Palace in a 2:7 ratio,410 which has a brick cornice similar to those drawn by the 

MIT students.  Unlike the others, this cornice is interlocked to represent the unity for which this 

organization is known (plate XI.a).  A drawing of a cornice similar to the one on this magic 

 
408 Claude Bragdon, “The Language of Form,” 168-169. 
409 Carl Schmidt, My Life as an Architect, privately published, n.d.  Schmidt, an architect in the office of Gordon & 
Kaelber, wrote that Bragdon did the elevations.  As found in Brayer, George Eastman, 306. 
410 Seven is “a number of singular beauty and perfection,” as found in Claude Bragdon, BN, 80. 
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square building was published by Bragdon in his 1917 article, “Pattern from Magic Squares.”  

Bragdon began this article with the words, “Magic squares are numerical acrostics associated in 

the popular mind with ideas of necromancy, melancholia, and madness.”411  This indicates that 

although these numerical puzzles had been of interest to those mathematically inclined as a 

sources for imaginative recreation, there was a stigma associated with them due to the common 

knowledge of their occult use by groups such as the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn.412  

 In this article Bragdon declared that the arrangement of numbers in a magic square is 

“necessitous” as a way of giving this numeric (re)creation the same status as the constructive and 

structural necessities recognized by architects at the time to be relevant to an architectural work.  

The arrangement of the numbers is necessitous because “they must be placed in a certain way in 

order that the summation of every column shall be the same.”  The magic path is an endless line 

that is necessitous because it reveals the inherent natural order of the numbers of the square.413  

According to Bragdon, the magic square expresses a “cosmic truth” because it demonstrates the 

unchanging First Principles of a world order that is based on number.  In this way, the magic 

square is both finite and infinite.  It is finite in its numerical operations that yield fixed magic 

sums, and infinite in its continuous magic line.414  Bragdon pointed out that magic square 

patterns occur naturally in the “familiar checker-board and diaper patterns found in brick 

 
411 Claude Bragdon, “Pattern from Magic Squares,” Architectural Forum 26 (March 1917), 71. 
412 In referring to melancholia and madness, Bragdon was referring to the popular publication of Albrecht Dürer’s 
engraving Melencholia of 1514, which has a magic square as part of the composition.  This engraving can be found in 
W.S. Andrew’s Magic Squares and Cubes, first published in 1917; however, the individual essays had been 
published by Paul Carus in The Monist over the years 1905-1916, which is when the Dürer engraving would have 
been first published.  Bragdon footnotes Andrew’s book in “Pattern from Magic Squares.”  By this time, S. Liddell 
MacGregor-Mathers of the Golden Dawn had published “white magic” books in which magic squares and the Cabala 
were an integral part such as The Book of the Sacred Magic of Abra-Melin the Mage, as delivered by Abraham the 
Jew unto his son Lamech, A.D. 1458 (1883) and The Greater Key of Solomon (1914). 
413 The first impression of a magic line is “polarity, symmetry, balance, and this is exactly the nature of the change 
which a square of numbers undergoes in order to become a magic square.”  As found in “Mathematics as an Aid to 
Design,” BFP A.B81, Box 34, Folder 66, n.d. 
414 Claude Bragdon, “The World Order,” A&D, 62-68.  This chapter is an elaboration of his article “Pattern from Magic 
Squares.” 
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architecture.”415  The magic square appears naturally in the Flemish bond brick coursing of the 

Maplewood YMCA, which is hidden in the body of the brick wall.  Like the Bevier Building, the 

brick coursing affects a tweed surface to the wall (plate XI.d).  The Flemish bond acts like a 

diaper pattern, which is basically an all-over pattern of repeated units that grow out of one 

another with continuous lines.  A diaper pattern is four-dimensional, because like a diaper for a 

baby it is folded about the center, which involves movement through time in its folding and 

unfolding. 

 
Figure 62.  Claude Bragdon, Architecture 
and Democracy, 1926 

 Although it is not visually apparent in this 

unassuming project, but it is in keeping with the 

invisible aspects of higher dimensions, there are four-

dimensional attributes to the Maplewood YMCA in the 

use of magic squares in its design.  The most evident is 

the aspect of time that naturally occurs in the “calendar 

magic square” (figure 62), which is demonstrated in the 

YMCA’s balcony handrail (plate XI.e) and was 

published as an “imaginary composition” in Architecture and Democracy (plate XI.f).  A magic 

square pattern like that derived by Bragdon from the calendar can be done with any sequence of 

numbers that is written in columns and rows:  there will always be a central number that equals 

the double of opposing sums, with the numbers alternating in a circle about the center in an odd-

even sequence.  The calendar square is not entirely magic because the numbers summed should 

be one each, even and odd, and since it is not a finite magic square there is no base number n to 

determine the magic sum n2 + 1.   

                                                      
415 Claude Bragdon, “Pattern from Magic Squares,” Architectural Forum 26 (March 1917), 76. 
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 The colors used in the Maplewood YMCA are similar to the Bevier building.  The brick 

is a Flemish bond and is colored slightly differently, but the color is still in the warm tones.  The 

terra cotta is similarly colored with the exclusion of the color red.  The ornament in general can 

be characterized by the balance of in and yo elements.  Bragdon has incorporated a graphic 

symbol for the YMCA into the terra cotta door surround:  it is a downward-pointing triangle 

within a circle that is flanked by pairs of botanical material (plate XI.c).  This central “sun” is a 

masculine triangle that is balanced by feminine pairs.  He would later use a similar ornamental 

motif at a larger scale for the handrail of the Peterborough Bridge in Ontario in 1918.416  The 

logo in the glass over the doors is a triangle inscribed at the top with the word “spirit” and to the 

sides “mind” and “body” all within a circle (plate XI.b).  One wonders if Bragdon designed this 

occult logo upon which the future YMCA insignia is based.417   

 The world order is expressed in the Maplewood YMCA through the use of number and 

magic squares.  In having four magic-square panels per side, the YMCA balcony handrail is 

four-square.  Squares are hidden in the brick coursing of the wall.  The squares of the balcony 

handrail are magic and are spatial elements that due to their infinite continuity and reference to 

the calendar symbolize the passage of time.  Squares are revealed through shadow to be rotated 

at the roof edge and inserted within the arched openings.  According to Bragdon, 

“number is the most abstract expression of the world order… all art aspires 
toward the condition of music; for music, from its very nature, is the world order 
uttered in terms of number, in a sense and to a degree not attained by any other 
art.”418

 

 
416 Carolyn Swanton brought this to my attention in correspondence that included color photographs of the bridge. 
417 Preliminary research has yielded no evidence that the mind-body-spirit triad was of any significance to the YMCA. 
418 Claude Bragdon, “The World Order,” A&D, 59. 
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Frozen Music 
 
According to the Indians there is but one perfect and universal syllable and that is “Aum”_Ā_M.  
To me this suggests Architecture and Music, for in these two arts all others begin and end.  They 
are alpha and omega, the extreme ends in the series of the arts. 
  Claude Bragdon, 1891419

 
According to the theories presented in Bragdon’s “Frozen Music,” the proportions of architecture 

should be musical:  the ratios of length to breadth, and height to width, should be expressed by 

quantitatively small numbers that obey simple laws of numerical progression like the notes of a 

melody.  In this organic way, the parts will relate to the whole when the numeric ratios can be 

demonstrated by simple geometric forms.  For example, a rectangle is known to be square if a 

circle can touch each of its sides at their centers. 

 The color and pattern of ornament reveal the rhythm of the inner life of architecture.  To 

Bragdon, just as architecture is pattern in space, music is pattern in time; and the purpose of 

ornament is to display the inner life of the pattern of architecture.  Accordingly, he wrote that 

with this understanding we would “come to perceive the essential identity between, say a Greek 

rosette and a Gothic rose window; an arcade and an egg and dart moulding.”420  The pattern of 

music depends on the regular division of time into beats, beats into measures.  The measure of 

architecture is based on the numerical and geometrical principles that guide the patterning of 

space.  Measure is common to musical harmony and architectural proportion.   

 Based on these analogous relationships, the proportions of Bragdon’s harmonious 

architecture were guided similarly to the writing of a musical score.  Just as the musician uses 

lined staff paper to underscore a composition, Bragdon recommended that the architect use the 

 
419 Bragdon Family Papers, A.B81, Box 36, notebook dated June 25, 1891. 
420 Bragdon, “Frozen Music,” The Theosophic Messenger 11/3 (November 1909):  66-72 (71). 
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regular divisions of gridded paper to regulate a design.  In this manner, the architect could work 

out the harmonic proportions of a building within a framework similarly to the musician:  the 

architect could set to work within a division of space analogously to the musician’s division of 

time.421

 
 
Figure 63.  Claude Bragdon, “Frozen 
Music,” House and Garden, 1902.

 Musical consonance in Bragdon’s Theosophical architectural theory followed the same 

alchemical first principles he set down for the other governing aspects of an architectural design.  

According to Bragdon, the balance achieved through polarity with respect to unity was a 

guarantee of harmony through trinity, which in music is revealed through the three notes of a 

chord.  The unity of a ratio is always related to the whole, which in music is the octave.  For 

example, the ratio of 1:2 can be found when a string of a certain note is sounded and then divided 

in two to yield the octave of that note.  The musical fifth corresponds to the ratio 2:3, which is 

sounded when one-third of the string is stopped.  The major third is sounded when one-fifth of 

the string is stopped, yielding the proportion 4:5.  These three 

consonant intervals were considered by Bragdon to be the 

most important ratios.  To Bragdon, embodied within a 

unified work of architecture would be a set of harmonic ratios 

similar to the three concordant notes of a chord.422

 The ratio of 4:7 is the sub-minor seventh and, although 

considered to be dissonant,423 it was one of Bragdon’s 

preferred ratios because it is very close to the ratio of one-half 

                                                      
421 Bragdon, “Frozen Music,” The Theosophic Messenger, 70. 
422 These harmonic ratios were described by Bragdon in “Frozen Music,” The Theosophic Messenger, 66-67. 
423 Bragdon states that the ratio 4:7 is considered to be dissonant; however, according to Helmholtz the ratio 4:7 is 
consonant with respect to the tonic, or first tone of a scale.  As found in Bragdon, “Frozen Music,” The Theosophic 
Messenger 11/3 (November 1909): 67. 
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the base to the altitude of the equilateral triangle (figure 63).  As previously discussed, the 

equilateral triangle was used by Bragdon to ensure the harmonic proportions of his Minor Italian 

Palaces.  According to Bragdon, this proportion was neither too obvious nor too subtle.  This 

ratio was desirable to him because he considered the numbers 1, 4 and 7 to be the “mystic”424 

numbers that were used to determine the proportions of Gothic architecture.425

 The relationship of architecture to music, form to sound, completes the circle of First 

Principles for Bragdon’s Theosophic architectural theory.  Bragdon’s early interest in Eastern 

spiritualism and its application to architecture is evident in his free-association of the word aum 

to suggest the polarity of architecture and music as balances to the extreme ends of the arts.  In 

the Hindu tradition, the word aum is the primal sound of creation, the cosmic music found within 

the human heart.  Aum is a sound-symbol that affirms all existence.  Sound is the cosmogenesis 

of all form.  Simple geometry is latent in all form.  The yantra is the archetype of the temple that 

reveals the sounding cosmos.426  The harmonic proportions of architecture are felt by the inner 

self rather than perceived by the conscious mind.  To Bragdon, the inner self was comprised of 

all five senses in one and perceived the surrounding world through intuition rather than deductive 

reasoning.  Accordingly, because the inner self contains the mystery of number, it perceives the 

proportions of architecture and music and “thrills responsive to every audible or visible 

presentment of that mystery.”427  “Frozen Music,” then, would be architecture that is felt by the 

body rather than deduced by the mind. 

 
424 These numbers were considered to be mystic due to their occult value. 
425 Bragdon, “Frozen Music,” The Theosophic Messenger, 68.  The significance of the equilateral triangle was 
discussed in depth previously in the section “Body Building:  The Occult Anatomy of the First Universalist Church.” 
426 Heinrich Zimmer, Myths and Symbols in Indian Art and Civilization, 154 and Mookerjee and Khanna, The Tantric 
Way, 33. 
427 Bragdon, “Frozen Music,” The Theosophic Messenger, 66. 
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1910 New York Central Railway Station, Rochester, New York 

The New York Central Railway Station (plate XII) was Bragdon’s most important commission 

and is considered to be his finest work.  The station opened in October 1913 after his continuous 

involvement with the project for over three years.  Its designing was concurrent with Bragdon’s 

research into the higher dimensional geometries that he would later conflate with Theosophy in 

the development of his Higher Space Theory during the project’s construction.  This project 

demonstrates Bragdon’s continued development of his Theosophic architectural theory as put 

into practice in a work of architectural art.  The NY Central Station demonstrates the relationship 

between music and architecture in its harmonic proportions that were based on musical 

consonance and the human figure.  This is a transitional project where Bragdon began to develop 

his own style of ornament by transforming what he knew metaphorically into a new ornamental 

language.  Revealed in the body of this building was the cosmogenic relationship between sound 

and light in the display of architectural form. 

 Writing in 1909 in anticipation of his future project, Bragdon criticized architecture in 

America as being a result of a “growing lust for sheer magnificence in buildings of a public and 

semi-public nature” that had promoted the development of buildings rivaling the Roman Baths of 

Caracalla.  As an example he named projects that had grand public spaces, such as New York’s 

recently constructed Pennsylvania Station, which he claimed was so excessively large that it 

could house a twelve-story office tower in its waiting room (plate XII.a).428  Comparing this 

drawing with his isometric of the more modestly-scaled waiting room of the Rochester station 

(plate XII.b) leaves no doubt that Bragdon was influenced by this project in one way or another.  

 
428 Claude Bragdon, “Architecture in the United States, II” Architectural Record 26 (July 1909):  38-45 (44-45). 
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More than likely, he knew at the time of the article’s writing that the New York Central Railway 

was planning on building a new station in Rochester and he was probably already courting its 

commission.   

 After many self-described false starts of trying to design a monument to himself, the city 

and the railroad by fashioning a building in the manner of the Hagia Sophia ornamented with 

familiar architectural forms, he then collaborated with the New York Central engineers to 

develop a functional plan.  After the plan was determined, he then set out to ornament the project 

by transforming historical ornamental motifs into new ornaments that he thought would be 

symbolic of the time and the then-current railroad economy.  At the time of the station’s 

construction, the street was shared by automobiles and horse-drawn carriages alike, and the 

railroad was the center of the city.  In acknowledgement of the contemporaneous significance of 

this project, Bragdon wrote later in 1926: 

“All arteries lead to and from the heart, and thus the railroad terminus becomes 
the beating heart at the center of modern life.  It is a true instinct therefore which 
prompts to the making of the terminal building a very temple, a monument to the 
conquest of space through the harnessing of the giant horses of electricity and 
steam.”429

 
 
 In keeping with the rules he used to define his functional architecture, he determined that 

the building should be readily identifiable as to its use and function.  At the beginning of his 

career, when he was at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, he had marveled at 

its white Beaux Arts architecture, one of the buildings of which had been designed by McKim, 

Mead and White, the architects for the recently constructed Pennsylvania Station in New 

 
429 Claude Bragdon, A&D, 17. 
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York.430  Writing in retrospect over forty years later he criticized McKim, Mead and White’s 

Penn Station as being a “Temple of Fatigue” that looked more like a library than a train 

station.431

 For the NY Central Station, Bragdon was determined to design a building that would 

represent its use and function, and in this way, its architecture would symbolize Rochester, and 

American, culture during an age of electricity and steam.432  Bragdon used a metaphorical design 

process to determine the architectural vocabulary for a form that was intended to be intuited 

rather than directly perceived: 

“I went down to the New York Central tracks and watched the great locomotives 
with their long, powerful boilers, squat smokestacks and linked and aligned 
driving-wheels—watched until I felt them, until I became them in 
imagination.”433

 
 
 Feeling is related to intuition and is sensed by the body unlike the deductive reasoning of 

the mind.  In a mimetic play of the imagination, Bragdon intuited the form of the steam engine in 

the form of the building.  The elevation was determined analogously by using the regulating lines 

of the linked driving-wheels of the locomotive to articulate its façade (plate XII.c).  Five circles 

determined the length of the building in relationship to the one of its height.  The end circles 

demarcated the flanking office blocks, which have perfectly-square façades.  The arched 

openings were designed by Bragdon to be perfect octaves in relationship to the supporting 

pilasters by using the ratio of 1:2.  Three equilateral triangles determined the critical points of the 

 
430 In writing home to his sister and mother from Chicago April 7, 1893 regarding his tour of the World’s Columbian 
Exposition:  “By far the finest thing architecturally in my opinion is the entrance vestibule to the Agricultural.  The 
temple of Ceres I believe it is called.  It is all McKim’s, and is fine.” 
431 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 163-164. 
432 It should be noted that the wide-spread use of electricity was relatively recent.  Its first use on a “city-wide” scale 
was at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago when the contract to provide electricity to the fair was won 
by Westinghouse’s alternating-current proposal over Edison’s direct-current bid. 
433 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 164. 
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three-bay waiting room:  the centers of the pilasters and the peaks of the arched cornices.  

Bragdon’s regulating lines skillfully make the proportions of its design seem simple.  However, 

the actual resolution of the constructive necessities of arch and column, thickness of enclosure 

with centerlines of structure, and spatial proportions were more difficult to achieve than the 

simplicity of his diagrams would suggest. 

 Consistent with his other public and institutional projects, the building is entered from the 

center; the three bays of the waiting room are given equal significance with their semi-circular 

arches, and are re-centered by the clock above and terracotta detail at the cornice.  Function is 

represented on the exterior by distinguishing the waiting room as three semi-circular vaults in 

contrast to the office use of the flanking rectangular wings.  Polarity is expressed by the central 

“sun” that is balanced by the pairs to either side.  With today’s eyes, a metaphorical design 

strategy like Bragdon used in this building is not unusual.  However, Bragdon’s rethinking of the 

architectural vocabulary of a monumental institutional project such as a railway station by re-

inventing a form to express its function in a subliminally suggestive manner was not 

characteristic for architectural design in 1910 America.  Bragdon’s design approach anticipated 

future Post-Modern architecture in the double coding of its formal appearance and functional 

use.434

 For the NY Central Station, Bragdon vowed to use only ornament that antedated Watts, 

but according to him, discovered that there was none.  Because his hand had been “atrophied by 

continual copying,”435 his only resource at the time was to treat traditional ornamental motifs in 

the manner a jazz musician might re-interpret Bach or Beethoven.  Characteristically for 

 
434 Post-Modern double coding is defined by Charles Jencks in What is Post-Modernism? (New York:  St. Martin’s 
Press, 1989), page 14 as:  “the combination of Modern techniques with something else (usually traditional building) in 
order for architecture to communicate with the public and a concerned minority, usually other architects.” 
435 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 166. 
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Bragdon, the ornament was balanced by in and yo elements, and can be seen to be geometricized 

versions of traditional motifs (plate XII.f).  In lieu of being circular, the interior columns are 

octagons, which emphasizes the cardinal and inter-cardinal directions.  For low-maintenance, the 

first nine feet of the 60-foot high waiting room were specified by Bragdon to be tile so that it 

would wear with age by the friction of bodies polishing it; brick was used above to transition to 

the vaulted tile of the ceiling.  According to Bragdon, he used a minimum of paint so that the 

“construction was the decoration” (plate XII. h).  The most unusual ornament can be seen on the 

exterior:  the bracket holding the steel and glass entrance marquise (plate XII.g).  The pivot point 

of this moment arm connection was represented by an astrological 12-spoked wheel, some of the 

spokes of which are filled in—this simple design gesture makes this metaphoric train wheel 

move.  Each bay of this incredibly-cantilevered marquise was re-centered by the semi-circular 

projection of its frieze.  

 The body of the building was determined by the proportions of two equilateral triangles 

to relate to the human figure with arms stretched overhead (figure 26), the triangles touching 

apex to apex at its navel.  This center was the location of the epicenter of the room, which was 

determined in plan by the proportions of the sub-minor seventh, the ratio that approximates the 

ratio of the altitude to the base of the equilateral triangle (figure 63).  The corresponding ratio of 

width to height is an octave.  According to Bragdon, the musical proportions of the room were so 

conducive to the sounding of music that when he brought a fellow-Theosophist and opera singer 

to the unoccupied station just before it was opened and she ran up the notes of the diatonic scale, 
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at a certain note the room became a resonance chamber that reinforced the tone with an 

overpowering volume.436

 The most remarkable aspect of the train station’s central waiting room was the quality of 

light.  To a passenger in this room, which is located within the heart of the larger complex, there 

was the impression that this room was free-standing in the city:  light came streaming in from all 

four directions of space.  Train travelers to Rochester would disembark into a spiritual space that 

reoriented them from a world in motion to the fixed world of things.  Bragdon accomplished this 

illusion by cutting light wells into the office wings to bring light into the arched openings at 

either end (plate XII.d).  Conversely, the light well brought natural daylighting into the heart of 

an office complex that would ordinarily be unlit.  The New York Central Station was a temple 

related to the body through its harmonic proportions that demonstrated the prāna of architecture 

in its centering, alignment, and orientation to the natural world.  This terminal building was a 

resounding demonstration of Bragdon’s preoccupation with the relationship between music and 

light in architecture. 

 The station’s inaugural year was coincident with the popularization of the automobile.  

Due to the rise in use of automobiles and airplanes for travel, the railway industry began to 

decline thirty years after the station’s construction.  The New York Central found little need for a 

magnificent station with a grand waiting room and discovered it could sell tickets and load 

passengers from the underground subway originally planned as access to the train platforms.  

The station was eventually sold to a developer in 1959 who was unable to realize his promotional 

schemes.  The central waiting room and one of the adjacent wings were demolished in 1962 for 

 
436 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 165. 
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use of the land as a parking lot.  The one wing remained as an office building until 1978 when it 

was razed to make way for a new Amtrak station.437

 
437 Jean France, “Bragdon’s Station,” City Newspaper (January 21, 1982):  5. 
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1915 Rochester Chamber of Commerce, Rochester, New York 

Music is related to architecture as light and sound are related to form.  To Bragdon, the body of 

the building was related to the human body in both its form and use and should respond to the 

necessities of the human condition.  Bragdon’s architecture developed out of sound and light, 

which are the Indic cosmogenic forces that bring life to the natural world.  They are the unseen 

forces at work in the becoming of form, which according to Bragdon was regulated by “Nature’s 

Geometry”:  

Flowing from form to form without a pause 
The spirit’s true to geometric laws; 

The point, the line, the surface, and the sphere 
In seed, stem, leaf and fruit appear.438

 
This short epigram was one of the quatrain verses included in Bragdon’s first publication of 

1898, The Golden Person in the Heart, and anticipated his later preoccupation with the fourth 

dimension.  This poem would be expanded upon in his 1913 work A Primer of Higher Space to 

illustrate the four-dimensional correlative of growth and change to the three-dimensional natural 

world.  In this book, by using simple illustrations, Bragdon made visible the exceedingly difficult 

to imagine fourth dimension.  Added to the back of the book, almost as an appendix, was 

Bragdon’s short piece entitled Man the Square, which was a Theosophical work on his Higher 

Space Theory that equated higher dimensional geometries with the higher dimension of 

spirituality.  Bragdon was working out the text and details to this primer during the design and 

construction of the New York Central Railway Station.  He was never quite satisfied with the 

ornament he designed for this station because although he had transformed aspects of the 

 
438 Claude Fayette Bragdon, “Nature’s Geometry,” The Golden Person in the Heart (Gouverneur, NY:  Brothers of the 
Book, 1898), 36. 
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classical motifs, he never re-invented their forms to the extent that their origins could not be 

traced to their source.  This discontent led to Bragdon’s re-thinking of the nature of ornament 

and the publication of his book Projective Ornament in 1915 just prior to receiving the 

architectural commission for the new Rochester Chamber of Commerce building. 

 At this time Bragdon was the President of the Genesee Lodge of the Theosophical 

Society and was giving public lectures on Theosophy and the fourth dimension.  This aspect of 

his life merged with the architectural and similar to overlaying his architectural theory with 

Theosophy as he had done previously, his Theosophical architecture was being colored by new 

theories of scientific relativity.  The development of a new ornamental mode based on the 

geometry of four dimensions would be true to his organic philosophy, which stated that 

architecture is the product of its time and place.  According to Bragdon, the fourth dimension 

was the ideal reflection of American culture at the turn of the 20th century: 

“Arising thus from a psychological need rather than from a physical necessity, 
ornament is in some sort a mirror of consciousness, closely related to the 
psychological mood.  Consciousness is now preoccupied with the fourth 
dimension, and geometry being the field in which I had decided to search for a 
new ornamental mode expressive of modernity, it was in the geometry of four 
dimensions that I planted by metaphysical spade.”439

 
 
 The Rochester Chamber of Commerce (plate XIII) is a Minor Italian Palace that was 

regulated by musical proportions.  This project was largely funded by George Eastman,440 who 

served as the client and made all the approvals.  Bragdon was chosen to be the design architect 

and local representative; Foster & Gade of New York were the project managers who oversaw its 

business aspects. 

 
439 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 170-171. 
440 Eastman agreed to donate $500,000 if his gift were to be matched by $100,000 in a fund-raising campaign by the 
Chamber.  As reported in the Rochester Democrat and Chronicle, June 6, 1915. 
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 As demonstrated by Bragdon’s diagrams, this building was designed according to simple 

ratios, which have musical correlatives.  Organizationally, there are two parts to this project.  

The public spaces are in two two-story volumes proportioned 3:5, one room stacked upon the 

other in plan and flanked to the north by a four-story strip of support services (plate XIII.e).  

Bragdon articulated this relationship on the façade by recessing the support wing a few feet from 

the face of the building (plate XIII.h).  Uncharacteristically, the entrance was not located in the 

center; however, this was done to allow for future expansion to the north, in which case, the 

entrance would later be centered and the services would be central to both sides.  There is also a 

full basement and a penthouse hidden from view that provides additional services.  

 Bragdon’s musical proportions were conditioned by the geometry of the space together 

with its use.  Musical ratios guided the overall relations of the space and its various ornaments, 

including locations and proportions of doors and windows, and their frames and trim (plate 

XIII.g).  Bragdon determined the configuration of the spaces by musical ratios together with the 

harmonic proportions of the human frame in order to regulate their proportions, which ultimately 

referred back to the body in their use and function.  What Bragdon did not show in his musical 

diagrams is the proportional relationships of the smaller spaces.   

 For example, the floor plan of the Chamber Room in Bragdon’s diagram of simple ratios 

shows a proportion of 3:5 in the ground plane; however, that is not how the space would be 

perceived by the occupant, as can be seen by the interior photograph (plate XIII.j).  The Chamber 

Room is defined by a colonnade to either side, in a seven-bay rhythm.  Although the Chamber 

Room may be five units long, its height is one unit and in section the space is in a 2:3 proportion; 

leaving the side spaces to be nearly square in plan with respect to the rhythm of the columns.  On 

the other hand, the Assembly Room upstairs is indeed the whole ratio of 3:5 and its section is an 
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octave or ratio of 1:2 (plate XIII.b).441  In his article “Frozen Music,” Bragdon criticized the 1:2 

ratio as being uninteresting because of the repetition of the same note an octave apart.  In 

comparing the two photographs, this criticism can be seen to be valid:  the Assembly Room does 

not appear to be as comfortably proportioned as the Chamber Room.   

 The Assembly Room was designed to accommodate large functions with the capacity of 

seating 1,000 people for dinner.  The walls were wainscoted to a height of nine feet with dark-

stained quartered oak, with a manufactured rose-gray-colored acoustic stone above.  It was 

Bragdon’s intent for the materiality of the wall construction to be the ornament.  The finish for 

the walls was selected for its acoustic properties with hard surfaces at the dining level to bounce 

the sound for speaking and acoustic surfaces above to absorb the general din of the room.  

Bragdon designed this room after his impression of the Ducal Palace in Venice:  paneled walls 

without applied architecture, with an acoustic, colored and gilded ceiling at the perimeter.   

 Unusual for the early-20th century, the Chamber Room was designed using the present-

day concept of open-office planning where “all the various activities of the organization [could 

be] carried on simultaneously.”  According to Bragdon, “It conduces to sociability, to co-

operation; it fosters the spirit of true democracy.”442  This room was oriented by the natural 

daylighting entering from its three sides and the space was open so that the light could be shared 

by all occupants of the room.  To Bragdon, this was a critical factor in design, particularly office 

 
441 This is based on the information at hand without knowing the exact dimensions of these two large rooms in plan 
and section. 
442 “The Rochester Chamber of Commerce,” The Architectural Forum 27/6 (December 1917):  157-164 (157), plates 
109-112.  Although Bragdon is not identified as the author of this article, it is clear from its content and tone that he 
wrote it.  The analysis of this building with respect to its use of material, and its construction and finishing, was taken 
from this article. 
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design, because “of the effect of light on human consciousness.”443  Writing over a decade later 

he commented on open-office planning, which was becoming more prevalent:  

“Although an increase of efficiency has dictated and determined these changes, 
this breaking down of barriers between human beings and their common sharing 
of the light of day in fuller measure, is a symbol of the growth of brotherhood, 
and the search, by the soul, for spiritual light.”444  
 

 
 The significance of the Rochester Chamber of Commerce is not in the application of 

simple harmonic ratios to architectural design.  Its strength lies in the ornament and what the 

ornament reveals about space and time through light and sound.  This project was Bragdon’s first 

and only major commission where he was able to use his projective ornament.  Besides the 

wood-paneled walls, the only ornament in the two major two-story rooms was the cast-plaster 

ventilating registers for a plenum air handling system and the cast-plaster lighting escutcheons.    

 The form of Bragdon’s ornament was regulated by the magic line of the magic square 

and four-dimensional geometric forms.  As previously discussed, to Bragdon, the magic path was 

a necessitous line that revealed the natural order of the numbers in a magic square.  Magic 

squares are significant to architecture because they have been used historically to (re)create the 

work of the gods.  The magic line of the magic square is a legendary cosmic path and a powerful 

form that reveals the divine workings of the universe.445  Geometry is the essence or archetype of 

form.  As described by Bragdon in his Higher Space Theory, the higher dimension of the 

geometry of four dimensions was synonymous with the higher dimension of spirituality.446  

According to Bragdon, spirituality could be manifested in physical form by projecting higher 

 
443 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 235. 
444 Claude Bragdon, A&D, 44. 
445 For more detail see the Appendix, “Iconological Origins of the Magic Square.” 
446 For more detail see the chapter “Hyperspace Philosophy:  Theosophy, Geometry and the Fourth Dimension” in 
Part II:  “When Time Stands Still.” 
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dimensional forms from the archetypal world to the physical world of three dimensions.447  

When Bragdon used magic squares and four-dimensional geometry to determine the form of his 

ornament, he was using archetypal forms to represent the higher dimension of spirituality in 

order to reveal the prāna, the breath or energy force, of the building—its light and ventilation. 

 One of the reasons the Assembly Room may not appear to be comfortably proportioned 

may be because it was not the material manifestation of Bragdon’s vision.  All the ceiling 

ornaments in this room are cast plaster, which when installed were naturally white.  It was 

Bragdon’s intent to have the ceiling painted by an artist in the manner of a Venetian Palace.  

Early in 1917, during the final stages of construction, the bids came in at five to twenty thousand 

dollars to paint the ceiling commensurate with the talent and reputation of the individual bidding 

artists.  When Bragdon presented the bids to George Eastman for his approval, Eastman said he 

liked the ceiling just the way it was and for that amount of money he could donate an ambulance 

to France.448  There are no extant rendered drawings that show Bragdon’s colored designs; 

however, had the ceiling been painted with color, then it would have lowered the perception of 

the ceiling so that the room would not look like the vast hall it appears to be in the photo (plate 

XIII.b).449  

 George Eastman was an engineer by training, which was the lens that colored his 

worldview with respect to architecture.  His relationships with his architects tended to be 

adversarial with regard to aspects of a design that he considered to be inessential to a project.450  

 
447 Claude Bragdon, “The Archetype,” NI, 139-149. 
448 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 78.  This was during the time of WWI in Europe and prior to America’s involvement in this 
war. 
449 At some later date a floor was inserted into the space to add another floor of usable space.  In deference to the 
ornament, the rooms were located in the center of the space and the hall circulates at the perimeter.  The original 
color scheme for the ceiling is unknown and it is unlikely that the colors of plate XIII are original. 
450 Elizabeth Brayer writes about this at length in her section entitled “Frozen Music” in George Eastman, a Biography 
(Baltimore:  The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996). 
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The successful application of ornament in the Chamber building was most likely because the 

ornament was required for the building’s functioning.  Eastman was an engineer who expected 

the elements of architecture to be necessitous to a building’s function.  From his standpoint, 

color was not necessary to a building’s use.  In keeping with use and function, the ornament 

Bragdon designed for the Chamber’s ceilings was an integral part of the building, which was 

most probably why it remained in the contract.  The ornament was required functionally to 

breathe life into the building through its systems of lighting, ventilating and heating. 

 Regardless of appearances, in order for this building to successfully function, it needed 

ventilating registers for its air handling system that could supply fresh air and return stale air; it 

needed radiator covers; it needed escutcheons for its light fixtures; and it would be more 

economical to light the interior stairwell with the natural daylighting of a skylight than with 

electric lights.  These are the areas that Bragdon ornamented by using the magic path of the 

magic square and higher dimensional geometry.  All the ornament for this project was based on 

the number four, the square, and geometry of a power of four; most probably to relate all of the 

ornament to the fourth dimension, Bragdon’s latest preoccupation. 

 In the Chamber Room, the design of the cast-plaster ventilating registers (plate XIII.i) 

was based on the magic line of the square of three, the first square that can be magic, and the 

square the “Ancients” used to divine the constructed world.  Bragdon most probably did not 

know about the ancient origins of this square; however, most assuredly he knew that it was 

associated with occult practices and it is likely that he knew the magic path was known as the 

Seal of Saturn (figure 96 in Appendix I).  The magic path was present in its free-flowing 

curvilinear natural line and floral forms were inserted into the spaces of the two V’s of the magic 

sigil (figure 1). 
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 The center of each arched bay of the Chamber Room was marked with a pendant light 

fixture (plate XIII.a), the design of which was regulated by the four-dimensional geometry of the 

tesseract, or hypercube (plate XIII.d).  Bragdon’s projective ornament regulated the three-

dimensional form of the light, which was extruded from its two-dimensional representation.  He 

was clearly struggling with ways to adapt his four-dimensional geometries to familiar forms.  

Although the plan geometry of the pendant fixture was four-dimensional, Bragdon was unable to 

manifest this visionary concept in a non-traditional form; he was unable to reconcile what he was 

trying to envision with what he already knew to invent a “new ornamental mode expressive of 

modernity.”451  It appears from the drawing that the glazed lamp was to have been faceted using 

the lines of a hypercube similarly to the skylight (plate XIII.c).  The intent of Bragdon’s 

projection was similar to the stalactite form of the Islamic maqarnas, which was a tenth-century 

architectural ornament that was projected from a two-dimensional geometric plan of Muslim 

aniconic representations of the divine.452  Close inspection of this light fixture will reveal that it 

was not executed exactly as per the design; however, Bragdon’s intent to use four-dimensional 

forms is clear.   

 The light fixture in the Assembly Room was not based on a four-dimensional form; 

however, the escutcheon was interlaced and appears to double as a ventilating register (plate 

XIII.b).  The ventilating registers along the perimeter of the room were defined by interlacing 

that was based on the square and the rotated square, or the cardinal and inter-cardinal directions 

(plate XIII.f).  The interlaced rotated squares were set within a framework modeled after a Doric 

entablature and other traditional classical forms consistent with its Venetian inspiration.  The 

 
451 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 170-171. 
452 Titus Burckhardt, Art of Islam (Westerham, Kent, England:  World of Islam Festival Trust, 1976), 70-75. 
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design was bi-polar with interlacing suggesting infinity, or time, which was manifested in the 

three-dimensional form of the ornament. 

 The fourth dimension and the relationship of space to time as space-time were most 

successfully represented by the Chamber of Commerce skylight that naturally illumined the 

interior stairwell (plate XIII.c).  Its four-dimensional geometry was integral to its faceted glass, 

which projected sunlight through its archetypal, hyper-cube form.  The skylight’s projective 

ornament revealed the space of the stair and marked the passage of time due to the changing 

levels of illumination throughout the day.  This four-dimensional form was a visible 

demonstration of the principles of color music in light and sound; because, light is related to the 

sun, the energy force of all creation, and sound, the cosmogenesis of all form. 

1916 Eastman West Garden and Loggia, Rochester, New York 

Spirits were high in Bragdon’s office the summer of 1916.  Bragdon had recently won 

international acclaim as the designer for the New York Central Station at Rochester.  His office 

was full of work including the Chamber of Commerce building and various houses.  He had 

several employees, including his sister May as the secretary, and four architectural draftsmen.  

All work received his personal attention in every detail.453

 Work to date on the Chamber project had gone well, which had gained the confidence of 

George Eastman who then hired Bragdon that fall to design a sunken garden for the west side of 

his house.454  The bay window of Eastman’s second-floor sitting room above the porte cochère 

overlooked the site.  In addition to a landscaped garden, Eastman wanted the vista to the west to 

 
453 Myron Bement Smith, “Master Draftsmen—XX:  Claude Bragdon,” Pencil Points 8 (1927):  201-216. 
454 The drawing of the garden architecture is dated October 18 with no year; however, in a correspondence with 
James Sibley Watson dated February 22, 1917 he mentions working on a project at Eastman’s house, which would 
date the year of the drawing 1916. 
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be terminated in such a way that would shield his view of the neighboring property.  Eastman 

had been impressed by a Lutyens garden he had seen published, which became Bragdon’s model 

to emulate.455

 The magic-square Eastman West Garden and Loggia (plate XIV) is oriented by a grass 

crossing at the cardinal directions and is marked by a sundial at its center and axis mundi, which 

emphasizes that this central nadir is on axis with the cosmos above (plate XIV.d).  It is in the 

shape of a yantra, which in the Hindu tradition is the ideal form of a temple defined by a square 

with four gates at the cardinal directions.  Its center is an inner sanctuary and symbolic 

brahmasthāna that has been incised into the four square flower beds that guard its corners and 

protect its center.  A grass walk encircles this yantra, which was positioned by Bragdon to be on 

center with on the existing porte cochère.  The east-west axis predominates, with the primary 

orientation toward the western three-arched loggia and garden wall (plate XIV.c).456   

 The guiding lines of the loggia were projected directly from the porte cochère:  its 

dimensions were determined by the spacing of the existing columns and its proportions were 

modulated by Bragdon’s musical ratios.  The width of the loggia determined the widths of the 

wing walls, which are its equal (plate XIV.a).  The length of this three-unit garden wall is equal 

to the remaining three sides of this square sunken garden.  Consistent with Bragdon’s 

organicism, the parts relate to the whole—as is the great so is the small:  three equal parts make 

the whole of the garden wall; the garden is a series of nested squares, precisely delineated with 

the exception of the southeastern corner to make way for an existing elm tree; and the garden 

wall is comprised of the central masculine “sun” loggia, which is balanced to either side by the 

 
455 As described in Elizabeth Brayer, George Eastman, 308-309.  According to Brayer, Bragdon’s garden and loggia 
was modeled after Hestercombe designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens (1869-1944). 
456 The West Garden is not aligned with the cardinal directions but is aligned with the house and East Avenue, which 
originates in the center of Rochester and runs through the city grid on a diagonal toward the southeast. 
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two feminine walls, each of which demonstrates unity through polarity by a central trinity that is 

flanked with a pair of dualities.   

 The arched-form of the loggia expresses Bragdon’s “law of trinity” (figure 51):  with 

vertical masculine and horizontal feminine elements, and the arch that resolves the two in one.  

The trinity of the equilateral triangle sets the greater whole, within which musical ratios 

determine the finer proportional details.  Three triangles determine the proportions of the three 

archways.  Uncharacteristically for Bragdon, instead of being placed toe-to-toe, the legs of the 

triangles are crossed; their crossing determines the width of the engaged-column pilasters.  The 

ratio of solid pilaster to the void of the archway is an octave:  one solid to two of the void.  The 

archway itself is in the 3:5 proportions of the musical major sixth.457  In keeping with this 

schema for proportioning, two crossed-triangles coordinate the spacing of the archways with the 

height of the entablature.  The entablature alludes to being Doric without having triglyphs and 

metopes due to the guttae that remain centered over the columns, proportioned three to one, 

archway to column.  The end pilasters are doubled, their solid mass equal in width to the void of 

the archway.  The ornament reveals the rhythm of the triangle that proportioned the whole:  the 

coffers of the arches each have a six-petaled flower with the regulating lines of Solomon’s seal 

hidden within (plate XIV.e). 

 The East Garden on the other side of the Eastman house was designed by the landscape 

architect Alling De Forest, who usually designed the gardens for Bragdon’s East Avenue houses.  

Bragdon’s garden has been criticized for being static and uninteresting compared to De Forest’s 

garden, which is considered to be more dynamic because of its diagonal paths and oval lily pool.  

 
457 Claude Bragdon, “Frozen Music,” BN, 86. 
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However, in the 1920’s it was the West Garden where Eastman spent his time.458  It was 

conducive to Eastman’s ruminations most probably because this magic square garden is the 

material manifestation of the fourth dimension in an archetypal space that can activate the 

contemplative inner imagination similar to the practice of tantra.   

 The Indian tantric tradition regards vibration as a primary cosmogenic element which 

gives rise to all structures:  as movement increases, form is condensed into a whole, which is 

represented at the center as a mathematical point of zero dimension, or bindu.  The yantra is used 

as a machine to stimulate inner visualization—it is referred to as being “shivered,” or trembling 

as with a chill.  When the bindu begins to evolve, the primary geometric shape is set into motion 

and forms become more differentiated in this process of inner spatial visualization.  The yantra is 

an ideal form that represents the immobilization of the primordial vibrations of the expansion 

and contraction of forces in the ongoing process of creation.459  Bragdon’s West Garden is 

materialized sound and light:  it is in the ideal form of a yantra, which is related to vibration, and 

is centered by a device for sunlight, the characteristic location of the bindu that when sounded 

gives rise to form.  The heart of this garden has been dedicated to the sun for measuring the 

passage of time.  For these reasons, this garden is a four-dimensional archetypal form that has 

been projected into the third dimension as a snapshot view of a transition. 

 
458 Brayer, 308. 
459 Mookerjee and Khanna, The Tantric Way, 50-51.  For more detail see “Creative Imagination and the Cardinal 
Directions:  Divining the Constructed World,” in the Appendix. 
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Color Music 
 
Color and light admit us to the world of the wondrous, and as the eye becomes more sensitive the 
door to that world opens more and more… To the man on the street light is only a convenience 
to see things by; to the scientist it is universal energy in one of its octaves of vibration; to the 
artist it is the revealer of the beauty of the world; to the mystic it is the voice of God—THE 
WORD. 
 
  Claude Bragdon, “Light as a Language,” Old Lamps for New, 1925460

 
The decades to either side of the 20th century brought rapid changes in American culture due to 

technological developments that forever altered the perception of space and time.  For example, 

either daylighting or gas lighting was relied on to illuminate the interiors of buildings.  The first 

large-scale use of alternating-current electricity had been at the 1893 World’s Columbian 

Exposition in Chicago.  For this reason, most of Bragdon’s turn-of-the-century houses had both 

gas and electric lights installed.  Invented especially for the Columbian Exposition to rival the 

Eiffel Tower in Paris, the Ferris wheel conjured an entirely new physical sensation by providing 

the rider with an expansive birds-eye view of the Fair through moving in a circle vertically in 

time and space.  In looking at photos of this engineering masterpiece, its scale is incredibly 

deceptive:  this 264-foot high steel structure looks like the familiar carnival Ferris wheel of today 

until the seats are recognized to actually be Pullman railroad cars.  These cars had built-in lunch 

counters and seating for sixty persons.  This Ferris wheel could accommodate over 2,000 persons 

for a ride of two revolutions, each revolution taking twenty minutes.461  The early renderings of 

Bragdon’s New York Central Railway Station illustrated automobiles and horse-and-buggies 

sharing the roadway; the later representations only showed cars.  Due to the increased use of the 

 
460 Claude Bragdon, Old Lamps for New (New York:  Alfred A Knopf, 1925), 100-102. 
461 Information on the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition has been taken from Erik Larson, The Devil in the White 
City (New York:  Vintage Books, 2003). 
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automobile, by 1913 Bragdon had been re-hired by some of his previous residential clients to add 

garages with internal turntables to their sites to accommodate their recently-acquired cars.462  

 Bragdon’s relationship with Eastman was in itself curiously representative of the socio-

technological cultural climate of early-20th century America.  Bragdon was interested in higher-

dimensional geometry, theories of scientific relativity, and the impact of science on culture, 

which he overlaid with his speculations about Theosophy and Eastern spirituality.  These aspects 

of science and religion were two imaginative constructs that he united through his architectural 

imagination and rendered visible in his projects that were intended by him to be representative of 

American culture.   

 Eastman made his fortune in photography; however, not as an artist but as the CEO of a 

major corporation.  He was part of a lineage of industrial tycoons who had made Rochester their 

home and had supported the city’s economy during the 20th century; companies that besides 

Eastman-Kodak included Bausch and Lomb, Gerber, and Xerox.463  Eastman was an engineer by 

nature and foremost a businessman who was very straightforward in his pursuits.  He was 

interested not in the art of photography, but in its technological processes and in making this 

technology available through the industrial production of photographic equipment and supplies.  

He most certainly was not interested in its more philosophical aspects.   

 Photography and cinematography are art forms representative of the consciousness of 

early-20th century America.  Due to their innate space-time properties, film and photographs 

communicate aspects of scientific relativity and Eastern spiritualism though slow/fast motion, 

 
462 The turntable must have been used to re-orient the car so that it could be driven back out of the garage; most 
probably early automobiles did not have reverse gear. 
463 Discussion with Barbara Bunney, resident of the Buell House and member of the board of directors of the 
Rochester Historical Society.  Many of these companies are not doing well today and Rochester’s present economy 
is suffering as a result. 
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simultaneity and the stoppage of time.  More than likely Bragdon was aware of the 

chronophotographs published by Marey in Scientific American due to his own interest in 

mathematics and science.  However, while he was in Rochester it is unlikely that he was 

knowledgeable about tantric practices and the use of the yantra as a tool to stimulate inner 

visualizations.  If he had known about tantra, then he might have recognized the analogous 

relationship between Marey capturing the trace of the projection of an animate being in one 

photographic image (figure 41) and the four-dimensional imagining possible with the yantra and 

its śiśirita square framework.  Marey’s photographs rendered movement visible, while 

movement in the yantra can only be intuited by an active imagination in a meditative state.  

Marey’s photography made visible 20th century relative aspects of space and time, forms of 

intuition previously known only to ancient Indian thinkers.464   

 Bragdon’s color music was both the arrested movement of four-dimensional color-forms 

and music made visible through animated color.  In the same sense that ornament makes visible 

the excess of life embodied within the building, Bragdon’s projective ornament provided the 

regulating lines for the cosmogenesis of form. 

1913 Projective Ornament 

Disappointed with not having developed a unique style of ornamentation appropriate for a 

transportation center of the 20th century, Bragdon had begun work on developing new 

ornamental patterns in 1913 while the New York Central Railway Station was still under 

construction.  He had just published A Primer of Higher Space and Four-Dimensional Vistas 

 
464 Mookerjee and Khanna, The Tantric Way, 100. 
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with his own Rochester-based Manas Press.465  The knowledge that he had gained from these 

previous speculations into the fourth dimension would come to influence his designs for 

ornament; its regulating lines he would later publish in his manual Projective Ornament.  The 

Rochester Chamber of Commerce would be the first, and only major, building to be elaborated 

using Bragdon’s new ornamental mode. 

 Bragdon’s attitude toward the development of his projective ornament was consistent 

with his earlier investigations:  when he sketched the body he was interested in the bones, in 

architecture he was interested in the lines of its proportions and its constructive necessities.  The 

rules developed by the neo-Pythagorean Bragdon for his ornament was based on a type of 

projective geometry that had to do with the framework of the ornamentation, not the ornament 

itself, which was guided by magic lines in magic squares, the lines of the platonic solids, and the 

plane projection of four-dimensional geometric forms (plate XV.j).  Just as he had hoped for the 

railway station to be symbolic of its time in its form and musical harmonies by being 

metaphorically developed out of the locomotive and the mode of transportation it represented, he 

considered higher-level mathematics to be representative of early-20th century American culture: 

“Within the so-called scientific century mathematics has had an extraordinary 
development:  it was never so universally taught and used as it is today…  With 
the advent of the theory of relativity and of non-Euclidean geometry new concepts 
have arisen which challenge those of classical physics.  Not only has the modern 
mind gone mathematical, but its movement is in a new direction—along the 
fourth perpendicular—into the fourth dimension.  What could be more 
appropriate for this mathematical age than mathematical ornament?”466

 
 Unlike his previous books, especially the popular The Beautiful Necessity, which had 

even been translated and used as a textbook in Japan, Bragdon’s book on his new 20th-century 

 
465 It is likely that Bragdon had the wherewithal to start his own publishing company because of his father’s 
experience in the newspaper industry.  His father had started numerous failed newspapers in upstate New York prior 
to settling in Rochester. 
466 Claude Bragdon, “A New Ornamental Mode,” Architect’s World I/3 (April 1938):  155-159 (158-159). 
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ornamental mode Projective Ornament was a dismal failure.467  He had provided his readers with 

a book on ornament that had no ornament—at least no ornament that could be directly copied or 

used.  Bragdon wanted this book to be “illustrative of certain fundamentals susceptible of endless 

application.”  In his attempt to prevent “sedulous imitation” and encourage “original 

creation,”468 he gave his readers only the bones of ornament without any flesh; and with its 

speculative mathematical basis, the book was difficult for most readers to understand.  Projective 

Ornament was not to be copied by the architect-reader, but was to provide the framework for the 

development of ornament; the ornament itself was to be devised from the architect’s own 

creative imagination.   

 Although later criticized by Bragdon,469 the popularly used Meyer’s Handbook of 

Ornament:  Geometrical and Floral, first published in English in 1892, had most likely provided 

him with a model to follow for his own book.  In the Meyers book, geometry was presented as 

the “study of ideal and typical forms, which while not discoverable in a perfect state, are deduced 

by man from a study by nature.”470  The two books were exactly the same size, and both 

provided geometrical regulating lines from which to design ornament.  However, in his book, 

Franz Sales Meyer demonstrated the translation of the geometrical lines of nature into 

ornamental forms that could be recognized by anyone; whereas Bragdon’s frameworks were 

without procedural methods to transform the complex projective geometries into ornament.    

 
467 Claude Bragdon, “Mathematics as a Source of Decorative Design,” The American Architect CXII/2192 (December 
26, 1917):  465-470 (465).  He also published articles in Architectural Review and Architectural Forum that year to try 
to clarify any misunderstandings of Projective Ornament. 
468 Claude Bragdon, PO, 72. 
469 Bragdon refers to the Meyers book as a “dust-bin” in FF, 72. 
470 Meyer’s Handbook of Ornament, (New York:  Bridgman Publishers, 1928), 4.  This book was first published in 
German in 1888 and later translated into English in 1892. 
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 Bragdon’s projective ornament was presented as black-and-white illustrations that were 

“removed only one degree from geometrical diagrams”471 by being thickened at the intersections 

of lines (plate XV.i).  According to Bragdon, “This intentional concentration upon the straight 

line explains the poverty and hard monotony of many of the diagrams here presented.  They are 

not so much ornament as the osseous framework of ornament.”472  It is clear from these 

ornamental diagrams that he was thinking about the projection of light through the bones of 

ornament, very much like the x-ray negative (plate XV.g),473 a two-dimensional projection taken 

through a three-dimensional form.  The x-ray is like a sectional drawing of space, a plan or 

vertical section; the thickness of its poché is determined by the density of the material x-rayed, 

increasing at the joints due to the additional material density.  Instead of a book on ornament, 

Bragdon had provided his readers with x-rays of ornament. 

 Without a doubt, Bragdon had been inspired to develop his rules for making ornament by 

Louis Sullivan, whose work he greatly admired.  There had been a great deal of correspondence 

between the two of them, beginning in 1903 with Sullivan’s proof-reading of Bragdon’s article 

to be published in House and Garden entitled, “An American Architect:  Being an Appreciation 

of Louis H. Sullivan by Claude Bragdon.”474  It would not be surprising if Bragdon’s failed book 

had provided Louis Sullivan with the impetus to write and illustrate a book of his own on 

ornament at the end of his life, A System of Architectural Ornament According with a Philosophy 

of Man's Powers (1924).   

 
471 Claude Bragdon, PO, 74. 
472 Claude Bragdon, PO, 68. 
473 The comparison of Bragdon’s ornament to the x-ray was first brought to my attention by Jonathan Massey in his 
presentation, “Architecture and Geodesy:  ‘The Fourth Dimension’ from Bragdon to Fuller,” at the 17th Annual 
Conference of the Society for Literature and Science, October 25, 2003. 
474 Bragdon wrote a number of articles on Louis Sullivan.  In 1926 he republished the House and Garden article in his 
book A&D and re-titled it “The First American Modernist.”  He would later cull together the 52 weekly Kindergarten 
Chats written by Sullivan that had been published in “an obscure architectural journal” to re-publish them as a book in 
1934.  
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Figure 64.  Louis Sullivan, “Plate I, The Inorganic,” from A 
System of Architectural Ornament According with a Philosophy 
of Man's Powers, 1924 

 Bragdon’s ornament cannot be compared with Sullivan’s because it was never as 

masterful or layered in depth; however, Sullivan’s ornament can lead to a better understanding of 

Bragdon’s failure.  While even the simplest of Bragdon’s ornament was based on multi-level 

projective geometries, the regulating lines of Sullivan’s multi-layered ornamental forms were 

developed out of easily recognizable shapes:  either primary “inorganic” geometric shapes or 

simple “organic” leaf-forms.  Bragdon’s illustrations merely showed his readers the geometric 

framework for a possible ornament, while Sullivan’s drawings demonstrated the development of 

ornamental forms from geometry:  the progression from regulating lines to ornament, the 

application of theory to practice (figure 64).  Bragdon’s projective ornament was a multi-

dimensional virtual reality, the potential of which only a mathematician like himself might able 

to visualize; whereas the ornamental reality of Sullivan’s designs were made to appear right 

before the reader’s eyes. 

 Bragdon’s illustration showing 

the optical effects due to the 

projection of light and x-rays (plate 

XV.i) gives the clue that the true 

nature of Bragdon’s projective 

ornament was probably better suited 

to the projection of light than it was to 

the development of ornament.   
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1915 Festivals of Song and Light 

For the 1918 Third Annual New York Community Chorus Song and Light Festival in Central 

Park (plate XV.c) Bragdon, the Master of Light, together with Harry Barnhart, the Master of 

Song, staged a community event that brought together a mass of humanity united through light 

and sound.  In the dark, over sixty thousand people were singing and swaying together in an 

hypnotic trance-like state mesmerized by the visual rhythm of Bragdon’s illuminated, colored 

lanterns that kept pace with the choral production.  The air was electric, the group unified by 

their singular voice.  Harry Barnhart’s skill was in persuading a crowd to sing.  He had 

discovered that while professionals might, “a big crowd never sings off the key.”475  Due to the 

numbers of community singers, the song became the voice of no individual, but of humanity 

itself. 

 The contemporary use of electricity allowed Bragdon to string the perimeter of Lake 

Bethesda with incandescent lights to illuminate thousands of Japanese lanterns and shields of 

four-dimensional ornaments (plate XV.d).  The central shield above the platform across the lake 

was the largest, representing the “first or tonic of the scale” (plate XV.k).  This human-sized 

ornament (plate XV.e) was regulated by the 600 hedroid, a four-dimensional figure of golden 

proportions.  The existing park lighting was either shrouded or transformed into projective 

ornament by covering these street lights with a Bragdon-designed lantern on a pedestal.  In 

addition to the static hanging ornaments, the kinematical form of three hundred lantern-bearers 

snaked through the crowd and circled the lake like a Chinese dragon.  The trees and surrounding 

environment had disappeared into the darkness due to the intensity of the colored lanterns against 

 
475 Musical America (July 29, 1916), 3-4.  As found in BFP, A.B81, Box 44, Folder 3. 
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the blackened evening sky so that the space of the park became a “cathedral without walls”476—

its stained glass defined by Bragdon’s projected ornaments.  This time-based spatial event was a 

four-dimensional illusion revealed by pulsating lights and sonic vibrations. 

 Originally premiering in September 1916, this third in a series of annual Song and Light 

events in Central Park had originated in Bragdon’s own backyard as Songs Out of Doors on May 

24, 1915, a private party he and his second wife Eugenie had held.  The guests were to be 

surprised.  Harry Barnhart and his chorus were hidden below the brow of the hill in the backyard 

that overlooked Highland Park.  In the surrounding trees were hung Bragdon’s “stained-glass”477 

projective ornaments.  When the guests milled out of doors into the darkness, the yard was 

mysteriously filled with light and sound.  The Master of Light flashed the lights off and on in 

sync with the rising and falling rhythms of the choral performance.  The event was impressive, 

which led to Bragdon being asked to orchestrate a larger performance for all of Rochester to be 

held in nearby Highland Park on September 30 of that year.  He called this performance Song 

and Venetian Light Night.  It seems that Bragdon associated color, light and song with Venice, 

the same inspirational source for the Chamber of Commerce Assembly Room.  

 The ornaments that Bragdon used for the stained glass shields and Japanese lanterns were 

derived from the patterns he had created for his book Projective Ornament, which had been 

published that year.  The Song and Light productions were color music, because their success 

depended on the synthesis achieved by the Master of Light being in sync with the Master of 

Song.  While Bragdon’s book was meant to be a handbook for the design of contemporary 

architectural ornaments, it is evident that he was thinking about form with respect to light.  His 

original thinking most probably had to do with designing ornaments for stained glass (plate 
 

476 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 72. 
477 The projective ornaments were not made of glass, but appeared to be stained glass when illuminated. 
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XV.i), which he then transferred to a similar use with artificial lighting for the nighttime festivals 

of Song and Light. 

 Bragdon’s projective ornament was related to the projection of light and sound.  To 

Bragdon, geometry was the archetype of form; therefore, by being based on geometric 

projection, his projective ornament could reveal the archetypal or invisible aspects of form.  

Bragdon’s color music originated with light—light being the whole and color part of the whole:  

“White light, refracted, yields the colors of the spectrum and these colors, reassembled, produce 

white light…”478  According to Bragdon, light originated with the divine and to the mystic it was 

“the voice of God.”  As such, his philosophy would be in keeping with the Indian tradition where 

light is related to the primordial sound of the cosmos, the cosmogenesis of form. 

 The Sound and Light festivals were not the first time Bragdon had flirted with the idea of 

color and music through the projection of light.  The most explicative example of Bragdon’s use 

of color music is in the stained glass of the 1907 First Universalist Church (plate II.b).  Although 

the majority of the windows were to be brought from the original church building, Bragdon 

designed this stained-glass window for use in twelve locations in the sanctuary, along with nine 

other clear leaded-glass windows for the entrance loggia.  In looking closely at this window, the 

corners will be noticed to be magic squares in the form of a Chladni acoustic figure (plate XV.b):  

the central node, its fixed point, is emphasized and the intersections are rounded and thickened 

similar to the x-ray.  The Chaldni figures were geometric harmonious designs made by drawing a 

violin bow across the edge of a sand-covered glass plate (plate XV.a).  The corners of this 

window were soundings that anticipated Bragdon’s future color music. 

 
478 Claude Bragdon, “Light as a Language,” Old Lamps for New (New York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 1925), 108. 
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 Bragdon would have known about these plates that reveal sound to the eye because they 

were popularly published in many sources.  Most likely, he would have known about fellow-

Theosophists Besant and Leadbeater’s Thought Forms.  He definitely would have been familiar 

with Paul Carus’s article “Reflections on Magic Squares” that had been published in the Monist 

in 1906, because he had Andrews’s Magic Squares and Cubes, which he had been using as 

reference material in his investigations of magic squares.479  In Carus’s article, he described the 

grouping of numbers of a magic square to be like Chladni acoustic figures and to be 

demonstrative of the “analogous law of symmetry” that is common to both magic squares and 

the phenomenon of acoustics.480  Like the x-ray, the Chladni figures reproduced in this article 

(plate XV.b) were represented by the negative of a positive image.  The corners of the windows 

of the First Universalist Church are magic squares that are color music, a visualization of sound 

in light.  These church windows are an example of how Bragdon brought science into design as a 

motif that was also infused with spiritual meaning. 

 In March of 1917, Bragdon spoke to the Buffalo Theosophical Society on the “Art of 

Light Expression,” where he showed slides of one of his song and light festivals.  This talk was 

reviewed in the Buffalo Courier, as had many of his previous talks.  Bragdon was accustomed to 

speaking publicly, especially during the construction of the New York Central Railway Station 

 
479 Paul Carus, “Reflections on Magic Squares,” The Monist XVI/1 (January 1906):  123-147. Bragdon was definitely 
familiar with this article as published in W.S. Andrews, Magic Squares and Cubes in 1908 because he references this 
book in many of his articles, most especially “Patterns from Magic Squares,” published in 1917 where he reproduces 
some of the Chladni plates for his readers.  He also refers to these acoustic figures in his article on “Frozen Music” 
that was published in The Theosophic Messenger in 1909.  The plates were not mentioned in the 1902 House and 
Garden publication of the same article.  They are discussed at length in Annie Besant and Charles Leadbeater’s 
Thought Forms of 1901.  A Chladni sound plate is made of brass or plate-glass and is supported at the center on a 
pedestal.  Grains of sand are sprinkled on the plate and then a violin bow is drawn along the edge.  The sand is 
thrown up into the air by the vibration and falls back down into a geometric pattern.  The patterns change when the 
plate is touched at different points, corresponding to different notes.  In keeping with the Hindu belief in sound as the 
cosmogenitor of form, Besant and Leadbeater describe this process as the “modus operandi of the building of forms 
by vibrations.”  
480 Paul Carus, “Reflections on Magic Squares,” in W.S. Andrews, Magic Squares and Cubes, 117. 
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and the Chamber of Commerce Building, and after he became the president of the Genesee 

Valley Theosophical Society.  Most of his presentations were reported in the Rochester Herald 

as well as other local papers.  His publicity was probably helped by his father having been a local 

newspaper editor.  He had been giving public talks since 1914 on topics as diverse as the effects 

of WWI, city planning, the relationship of science and religion to Theosophy, and scientific 

relativity and the fourth dimension.481   

 America became involved in the European war during the summer of 1917, which was 

coincident with the last phases of construction on the Rochester Chamber of Commerce.  In 

August, Bragdon and Harry Barnhart gave two performances of Song and Light to soldiers 

departing for the war, one in Syracuse, and the other in Buffalo.  The headlines in Musical 

America referred to this audience as “Uncle Sam’s Singing Army” and reported:  “Ten Thousand 

Soldiers Help Make Syracuse ‘Song and Light’ Memorable” and “Community Music Moves 

Throng to Patriotic Fervor.”  Bragdon gave two additional Song and Light performances that 

year:  the 2nd Annual Central Park festival in September with Harry Barnhart and a Christmas 

Eve performance with another conductor for the soldiers of Camp Sherman.   

 By April 25 of the next year he wrote to his landscape-architect friend Fritz Trautmann, 

“The war has practically put an end to my architectural practice…  I am selling my books, 

superfluous furniture, and autographs, and am generally preparing for Cyclone weather.”  On 

June 18, 1918 he wrote to Trautmann, “I couldn’t conscientiously advise you to come to 

Rochester, since I am thinking so seriously of leaving it.”  That September was the year of 

Bragdon’s collaboration with Harry Barnhart on the 3rd Annual New York Community Chorus 

 
481 As president of the Genesee Valley Theosophical Society, over the years he had spoken often on the topic of 
science and religion to the local chapter, reports of which were published in the Rochester Herald.  At this time, the 
Theosophical Society was considered in the same light as any other religious organization.   
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Song and Light Festival in Central Park.  By December 11 he wrote to Trautmann, “We have just 

simply cut ourselves off from East Avenue.482  We hear the very rattle of the tumbrils up and 

down that thoroughfare.  I am even thinking of resigning from the G.V.C. [Genesee Valley 

Club].”  By the end of the year, the only project in Bragdon’s office was the design of the 

Peterborough Bridge in Canada:  “I am working with a Canadian engineer who is a Theosophist, 

a Four Dimensionalist and the Finest Kind of Fellow.”483

 No significant Rochester commission would again come his way.484

 Two years later on the first of December in 1920, Bragdon wrote to Francis H. Bacon, the 

interior designer of the Chamber of Commerce, “…my wife died on the 6th of November of 

cancer of the stomach.  It was two months to a day after the death of my mother…, but last 

Friday my friend Trautmann and a young protégé of his Harry Blackburn came to live with me at 

my invitation, and now everything is different and immensely better.”485  In 1923, Bragdon left 

Rochester and moved to New York City at the invitation of the philanthropist Walter Kirkpatrick 

Brice.486  

 
482 East Avenue is where all the wealthy in Rochester lived and is the area where most of Bragdon’s mansions were 
built. 
483 BFP A.B81, letters from Bragdon to Fritz Trautmann dated April 25, 1918, June 18, 1918 and December 11, 1918.  
484 Bragdon refused to work again for George Eastman after he rejected all bids to paint the ceiling of the Chamber of 
Commerce Assembly Room.  According to an oral history with Carl F. Schmidt, an architect who worked with 
Bragdon, obtained by Carolyn Swanton, Eastman was on the board of every major bank in Rochester.  After the 
Chamber incident, whenever a client brought in plans for a Bragdon-designed home, the loan application was turned 
down.  Bragdon’s next commissions were for a number of homes regionally that were either paid for by cash or the 
project was in another city outside of Rochester.  Bragdon was not a politically-careful person.  For example, in his 
youth in the early 1890’s, Bragdon was the staff artist for a humorous publication, Jury.  D.W. Powers, an influential 
man in Rochester, collected and exhibited what Bragdon considered to be mediocre works of art.  Bragdon drew a 
caricature for the magazine of Powers coming out of an A&P grocery store with a pound of tea in one hand and a 
framed chromo under his arm, suggesting he obtained his art from grocery stores.  The publication was soon shut 
down.  This story is corroborated in Myron Bement Smith, “Master Draftsmen—XX:  Claude Bragdon,” Pencil Points 8 
(1927), 201. 
485 BFP A.B81, letter from Bragdon to Francis H. Bacon dated December 1, 1920.   
486 Claude Bragdon, MLO, 92. 
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1917 Mobile Color 

Writing in retrospect in 1926 in Architecture and Democracy, Bragdon referred to the Festivals 

of Song and Light as “an approach toward ‘color music’.”487  Although never quite reconciled in 

his work as a thing in itself, the concept of color music synthesized all the principles of 

Bragdon’s Theosophical architectural theory, which were materialized in the archetypal forms of 

his architecture.   

 Color music was an interest of Bragdon’s that had begun for fun, as the lark he called 

Songs Out of Doors, but had turned into spectacular occasions that eventually affected hundreds 

of thousands of people in events that united them in one voice as a mass of humanity.  Lewis 

Mumford had so much respect for this accomplishment that he regarded it as anticipating future 

American architecture.  He wrote to Bragdon in New York in 1925 to ask him if he could include 

a photograph of one of his Song and Light Festivals for the German publication Die Form:   

“In that article I mentioned your four-dimensional decorations as prophetic of the 
American architecture that are still to achieve; and Dr. Behrendt now asks me if 
he might have a photograph of some of your designs—I remember with particular 
pleasure those for the Song and Light Festival in 1917—for reproduction with my 
article.” 488

 
 
 After his popular success with the Festivals of Song and Light, which in spirit alluded to 

an art of mobile color, Bragdon began his experiments to develop a color organ.  At this time, the 

Rochester Chamber of Commerce was under construction, he was working on the plans for 

Eastman’s West Garden and Loggia, and the Scammons Lectures had just been published.  In 

February 1917 in writing to his publisher friend, Sibley Watson, he mentioned mobile color as 

 
487 Claude Bragdon, A&D, 101. 
488 BFP A.B81, letter from Lewis Mumford to Bragdon dated 27 August, 1925.  In the Lewis Mumford Papers 
collection at the University of Pennsylvania is a letter from Bragdon to Mumford indicating that he had sent the 
requested images to Dr. Behrendt. 
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his new “great absorption” and that he hoped to get Eastman “interested in my light experiments 

if I can, for I need a place to work and shall need a real organ, such as he has in his hall.”489  At 

this time, the construction of the interiors of the Chamber of Commerce was being coordinated.  

In correspondence with its designer Francis Bacon of Boston earlier that month, Bragdon had 

been more enthusiastic about this new preoccupation than the Chamber project itself:  “Your 

Master of Light is developing… a color-organ!  Not the kind that flashes electric lights on 

muslin, but which creates and destroys geometrical forms, marvelously colored, against a 

background of darkness.”490  Bragdon would later call this instrument the “Luxorgn.”491  Each 

key of the organ corresponded to one of the twelve colors of Bragdon’s chromatic scale located 

in a six-by-six matrix that corresponded to the low, middle and high octaves (plate XV.f).  A 

symphony of music could be played that projected six colors at a time:  one three-note chord for 

each of two playing hands.492

 Bragdon’s research on the Luxorgn slowed down in April of 1917 because Bragdon was 

commissioned for several new, but small projects.493  In writing to his friend Sibley in June of 

that year, he mentioned that he had gotten his Luxorgn to work, but discovered that the projected 

colors of a tune were too restless, “the eye had to jump about too much.”  He told Sibley that he 

started again, arranging the units of color so that “when sounded, shall appear as a great 

 
489 BFP A.B81, letter from Bragdon to James Sibley Watson dated February 22, 1917.  He had been trying to get 
Eastman interested in his sound and light productions since the year before.  Eastman eventually turned him down 
prior to their later break-up.  What Bragdon did not know was that he was one of many trying to get him interested in 
color music and sound and light shows.  As found in Brayer, George Eastman, 308-309. 
490 BFP A.B81, letter from Bragdon to Francis H. Bacon dated February 3, 1917. 
491 Bragdon had in his possession a copy of “a souvenir of the color organ” by Bainbridge Bishop of 1893, the 
chromatic scale of which began with the color red for C.  Bragdon’s chromatic scale began with purple, with violet 
being the complement of yellow.  Bishop was experimenting with his organ before electricity was commonly used; 
therefore color was projected by being backlit with daylight and modifying the light with shutters of variously colored 
glass.  There was much experimentation in America contemporaneous to Bragdon:  A.P. Rimington, Thomas Wilfred, 
and Van Deering Perrine, among others.   
492 Located in BFP A.B81 Box 45 are color music scores comprised of black “flashcards” with diamonds of color for 
the color music symphonies Moonlight I and Moonlight II. 
493 BFP A.B81, letter from Bragdon to Francis H. Bacon dated April 28, 1917.   
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symmetrical star.”  He would never be pleased with the results obtained by the Luxorgn using his 

chromatic musical-color scales.  In this June letter he also discussed the effects of WWI on his 

business:  “Except that the bottom has dropped out of my architectural practice I am as yet 

vitally untouched by the War.” 494   

 Bragdon was never quite satisfied with his Luxorgn because it was not architectural; it 

was sequential instead of spatial.  Imagine for a moment the intensity of six flashing colors 

changing for each chord of a measure:  in playing a tune on his color organ there was no repose 

or serenity; the result was a display that was far more distressing than anything else.  Writing in 

retrospect, Bragdon felt that the correspondence between a musical art and an art of mobile color 

should not be in the melody, but in the harmony, which is in the domain of simultaneity rather 

than succession.495   

 Had his color-light projections been activated four-dimensional forms, expanding, 

contracting, and rotating in space in response to music, then spectators would have been able to 

view these unfolding spatial geometries over time.  He would have achieved augmenting his 

audiences’ senses to be able to perceive four dimensional spaces, by imparting them with “X-ray 

vision” so that “the interiors of solids would be as open as are the interiors of plane figures.”496  

Then his art form could have captured the trace of the projection of mobile color in four-

dimensional archetypal forms—he would have been able to reveal the projective ornaments that 

only he could see in the flattened black and white illustrations of Projective Ornament.  

However, Bragdon was kept from this type of exploration due to available technologies. 

 
494 BFP A.B81, letter from Bragdon to James Sibley Watson dated June 28, 1917.   
495 Claude Bragdon, AL, 121 and A&D, 100. 
496 Bragdon, PO, 33. 
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 He continued to work on developing an art of mobile color after he moved to New York.  

Bragdon assembled the society of Prometheans, a Theosophical club interested in mobile color, 

which included Fritz Trautmann and Henry Clune.497  Although he was unable to perfect this 

potential art form, a colleague of his, Thomas Wilfred succeeded.  Wilfred developed and built 

his Clavilux working out of a laboratory on Long Island funded by Walter Kirkpatrick Brice and 

designed by Bragdon.  This machine projected colored light that displayed four-dimensional 

forms.  According to Bragdon, his success was because, “Wilfred disregarded the musical 

parallel altogether, as I did in my later experiments.”498   

 The zeitgeist of Bragdon’s song and light festivals together with his art of mobile color 

came together in the watercolor projective ornaments he executed later in life.  These works can 

best be described as snapshots of a transition in mobile color.  On December 15-28, 1941 

Ferargil Galleries in Manhattan had an exhibition of fifteen of these Bragdon watercolor 

paintings.  They were described as “mathematical abstractions” and the final distillation of his 

“creative ability in a field which he has made his own.”  The artworks exhibited were entitled: 

1. yang and yin; forces centrifugal and centripetal, masculine and feminine (plate XV. h) 
2. color triad and harmonics in c sharp minor 
3. “the great tone” 
4. retinal images from looking at the sun (plate XV.h) 
5. study in complementaries:  yellow and violet, red and green 
6. “split” complementary, blue green, purple red and red-orange 
7. color-triad and harmonics in f sharp 
8. the tonic:  constancy, strength, determination 
9. the supertonic: desire, hope, expectgancy 
10. the leading note:  acuteness, penetration; and the subdominant: faith, gravity, reverence. 
11. eclipse 
12. encircled sun 
13. spirit and matter 
14. the sun by day and moon by night 
15. circles, rectangles, and opposed logarithmic spirals 

 
497 BFP, Box 44, Folder 19. 
498 Bragdon, AL, 119. 
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These watercolors were frame-stills that Bragdon had put together to solicit interest from the 

motion picture industry to produce an animated cartoon of a mobile color symphony.  As 

described in the exhibition catalogue:  “…the paintings here and now exhibited, which from one 

point of view might be regarded as so many ‘stills’ of color symphonies seen by the author ‘in 

his mind’s eye.’”499  These four-dimensional watercolors reveal an insight that Lewis Mumford 

was to come upon much later in his own lifetime: 

“Though as a youth of 16 or 18 I respected Claude Bragdon’s work and 
participated in such early activities as the Song and Light Festival in Central Park, 
it was only thru my much later development that I absorbed their work and 
learned from it in my earliest epigram:  ‘the best is still with us in the future that is 
already here.’  But it has taken my whole lifetime to catch up with this youthful 
insight.  It was Bragdon & his contemporaries who set the example.”500

 

 
499 From the exhibition brochure as found in BFP A.B81, Box 43, Folder 21.  This brochure suggests that certain parts 
of Walt Disney’s “Fantasia” approximate some of the color-music effects Bragdon had in mind. 
500 Lewis Mumford to Carolyn Swanton 28 January 1985. 

 



 

Conclusion 
 
Once there were two little balls living together in a fine mahogany box:  one of them was made 
of solid gold and the other of wood gilded to look like gold.  This one was carefully packed in 
cotton wool and kept itself perfectly quiet in one corner, while the gold ball rattled around just 
as it pleased.  The gilded ball, scandalized by such behavior, said to the gold ball, “Why do you 
carry on like that?  How can you be so wicked?  You’ll rub it off!”  To which the gold ball 
answered, “Rub what off?”501

 
 An unpublished fable of C. Howard Hinton in  
 Claude Bragdon, “The Story of Creation,” The Eternal Poles, 1931 
 
Bragdon’s gnomonic proto-modern architecture points toward a new architecture for the 21st 

century by reminding rational architects that the functional in architecture is derived from a 

body-centered science that conjures organic works regulated by cosmological laws.  By being 

related to the higher-dimensional divine, cosmogonic architecture guarantees favorable 

conditions for the phenomenal world.  Bragdon’s written works are indicators of the complex 

socio-technological climate that wrought extreme changes in early-20th century American 

culture; changes that with today’s eyes are taken for granted due to being so much a part of 

everyday living.  Then, mathematical notions of higher-dimensional geometries became fused 

with the science of relativity, while technological advances such as photography and 

cinematography revealed to the public eye these theories of space-time relationships.  At this 

time, religions of the East had become known to the West, especially their imaginative spiritual 

aspects such as yoga, astrology and reincarnation, which together with the new scientific notions 

of space-time quickly became part of the knowledge base of popular culture.  H. P. Blavatsky’s 

Theosophy was formed within this milieu and was aligned with the scientific method by her 

fellow Theosophists to facilitate public receptivity.  According to Bragdon, this period in 

                                                      
501 Claude Bragdon, The Eternal Poles (New York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 1931), 24-25 
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England was distinguishable by the conflict between religion and science,502 which caused him 

to promote Theosophy as a means of philosophically reuniting the two.    

 The scientific method relies on the empirical data of the effects of phenomena to classify 

the material world.  This technique was fully developed by the mid-18th century, which resulted 

in an increasingly materialistic view of the world as recognizable objects and events that could 

be indexed and cross-referenced.  To early-19th century architectural theoreticians, the functional 

was related to the organic through a mimetic response to the forces of nature and was the 

consequence of a constructive process that responded to real and tangible forces through 

structural necessity, appropriate use of materials, and available methods of construction.503  By 

the 20th century, science became inextricably linked with materiality, which affected American 

proto-modern architecture by dissociating functionalism from organicism to form two separate 

tendencies:  functionalism became associated with the unadorned modern; while organicism 

came to represent the ornamented status quo.  Today, the term organic is a misnomer mired in a 

mélange of misinterpretations that have retained little of its mid-19th century meaning and intent. 

 Nowadays, the form-conscious 21st century world of information technology dwells in a 

virtual reality of appearances with little appreciation for the tangible.  In lieu of determining 

forms through a technological process of making guided by First Principles and natural laws, the 

materialism of the scientific method has led to rational geometric and formal relationships 

becoming correlatives for technology in the aesthetic interpretation of this new period of 

modernity.  As a way of re-directing 21st century design, it is essential now to look back toward 

 
502 Claude Bragdon, Old Lamps for New, 72. 
503 For example, a careful reading of the works of Gottfried Semper, John Ruskin, Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, 
Heratio Greenough and Leopold Eidlitz reveals that these architects associated the functional with the organic.   

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Conclusion 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture  
   
Eugenia Victoria Ellis  page 239 
 
 

                                                     

organic-functional proto-modern architecture before architecture’s materialist disjuncture into 

the abstract modern counterpoint to the representational decorative. 

 In anticipation of this schism between the worlds of appearance and substance, of form 

and idea, Bragdon’s efforts were directed toward lifting the veil of māyā wrought by scientific 

materialism to occlude modern eyes by taking advantage of the higher-dimensional realities that 

were opened up by scientific relativity: 

“In the strange narrowness of mid-Victorian materialism we had come to 
conceive of the world as a laboratory full of things awaiting identification and 
classification.  We were industriously proceeding to affix the proper labels and to 
arrange our bottles when something happened—to some of us, I mean—the birth 
of wonder.  Then the labels all seemed silly or meaningless and the bottles broke 
in our hands.”504

 

 The discovery and popular reception of theories of scientific relativity and n-dimensional 

geometries in the early 20th century forever altered the material perception of time and space.  

Science investigates the “without,” all of the visible world; while mathematics is an operation of 

the unseen, invisible world of the “within.”  Mathematics allows the imaginary to exist by 

recognizing irrational quantities such as √-1, by envisioning new theories of the universe such as 

the Theory of Relativity, and by activating the intellect through inventive recreations such as 

magic squares.  Science is the study of the phenomena of the material world; whereas, 

mathematics is an abstraction related to the immaterial noumenal, which can only be 

comprehended by creative imagination.  One is a world of things, the other a world of ideas and 

the first form of a thing.   

 The world of appearances is the phenomenal, the three-dimensional material world of 

form, known to Bragdon and the Hindus as māyā, the illusion of reality.  To Bragdon, the real 

 
504 Claude Bragdon, Old Lamps for New, 21-22. 
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world was the four-dimensional noumenal world of the wondrous, which in architecture is 

revealed through its beautiful form because “beauty is the writing of the spirit on materiality.”505  

It was within the realm of mathematics that Bragdon envisioned the wondrous by using his body-

centered Theosophic architectural theory that was based on Number as the secret of the universe.  

Bragdon’s consideration of Number was not as in digits, or counting on fingers, but was as in 

First Principles as the foundation of all form.  Within the context of the material-spiritual debate, 

the functional relates to the phenomenal and the world of appearances; whereas, the organic 

refers to the noumenal and the cosmologically divine, to which regulating lines point.  Bragdon’s 

projective ornament was a visible demonstration of this connection to the sacred for the very 

reason that it was only the “osseous framework of ornament”506 without being weighted down by 

memory or appearance. 

 A study of Bragdon’s work is critical for the architecture profession in this 21st century 

form-conscious world to re-center the architectural attention back to the body as the first point of 

contact in the understanding and making of space.  Modern architecture has been leaving the 

body behind, as is evidenced by the contemporary preoccupation with virtual reality and 

disembodied spaces.  Increasingly, contemporary architecture is being derived from this 

predilection, so that what it is like to be in a space—to feel the space—is being forgotten.    

 Today’s impoverished theory of virtual reality has focused its attention on the eye candy 

of mono-level computer-generated images, making the mistake of assuming that humans can 

perceive the world similarly by moving through a three-dimensional simulacra constructed from 

 
505 Claude Bragdon, Old Lamps for New, 96. 
506 Claude Bragdon, PO, 68. 
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a two-dimensional perspective projection onto a flat picture plane.507  This is an assumption that 

visualization can equal cognition without considering human beings as sentient creatures that 

understand the world about them by becoming cognizant of sense impressions through their 

interactive, embodied perceptual systems.508   

 The human perceiver is a multi-dimensional creature that apprehends multivalently 

through the perception of extension, the human cognition system that (re)cognizes the world by 

actively extending its senses into the surrounding environment.509  We build up an understanding 

of space by interacting in space and by actively interrogating space with all of our senses.  To 

imply that the world can be apprehended through one sense impression, vision, is to undermine 

the very nature of being human.  Because it is mono-dimensional, visual understanding will 

always be different from cognitive understanding.  By necessity, cognition is multi-layered—this 

is the perceptual understanding that allows us to distinguish qualities:  when we see the color 

gold we comprehend it differently with the knowledge that it is truly gold than we do after 

(dis)covering it to be brass.  Similarly, the moral revealed in the parable of the two little gold 

balls clarifies relationships between form and substance, surface and appearance. 

 Historically, virtual reality in architecture has been a multi-layered higher-dimensional 

experience because of the attempt to change reality through meaningful virtual spaces related to 

the spiritual.  Take, for example, the mural painting of antiquity such as was executed in the 

earlier phase of the second Pompeian style, which consisted of multi-dimensional virtual 

realities.  In these mural paintings, the pictorial space was defined as being identical with the 
 

507 Erwin Panofsky discusses the inability of perspective projection to accurately reproduce the images actually 
perceived by the human eye in Perspective as Symbolic Form, trans. Christopher S. Wood (NY:  Zone Books, 1991). 
508 James Jerome Gibson, The Senses Considered as Perceptual Systems (Boston:  Houghton Mifflin Company, 
1966).  See also Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (New York:  Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1962). 
509 Thomas.  Brown, “Perception of Extension,” Lectures on the philosophy of the human mind (Edinburgh:  W. & C. 
Tate, 1820).  Selection is taken from William N. Dember, Visual Perception (New York:  John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 
1964), 102-113. 
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room, because it dissolved any distinctions there might have been between wall, frame, view, 

object and structure.  Without the knowledge of perspective projection, but by using light in 

painting to exploit the room’s actual light source together with the expert imitation of real 

materials, the artist could induce the observer to suspend disbelief and accept its multiple 

unrealities.510  In this way, the observer’s imagination oscillated between the reality of the room 

and the unimaginable realities made visible by the artist to be transported to a noumenal place 

and time. 

 A more contemporary example of multi-level virtual realities in architecture is the “literal 

and phenomenal transparency” of Le Corbusier’s 1927 Villa Stein at Garches discussed by 

Robert Slutzky and Colin Rowe.511  This house is composed of literal bands of transparency, 

horizontal windows that stripe the front and rear façades.  The more compelling transparency is 

the phenomenal transparency that occurs due to the imaginary vertical planes of space that 

separate the façades from the body of the building and the projection of elements from the 

ground floor through the house to the roof.  This multi-layered reality is affected not by the 

literal transparency of a material such as glass, but by a phenomenon that provides the illusion of 

“primary concepts which ‘interpenetrate without optical destruction of each other.’”512  To 

Slutzky and Rowe, the overall effect of the spatial planes of Garches is “a vertical layerlike 

stratification of the interior” and “a succession of laterally extended spaces traveling one behind 

the other.”513  In other words, while the literal transparency of the glass is apprehended through 

 
510 Sven Sandström, “Antiquity and the Elements of Mural Painting,” Levels of Unreality (Uppsala, Sweden:  Almqvist 
& Wiksells Boktryckeri AB, 1963), 17-20. 
511 Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky, “Transparency:  Literal and Phenomenal,” The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa 
(Cambridge:  The MIT Press, 1989), written 1955-56. 
512 Rowe and Slutzky, “Transparency:  Literal and Phenomenal,” 168.  
513 Rowe and Slutzky, “Transparency:  Literal and Phenomenal,” 168. 
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vision, the phenomenal transparency of Garches is a cognitive act initiated by an active 

imagination in visualizing its possible imaginary spaces. 

 Exactly because of the reduction of the virtual reality of contemporary architecture to its 

apprehension by only one sense impression, we have become so familiar with mono-level 

realities that it has become impossible to understand the multi-reality of the building.  Since the 

sentient human is multi-dimensional, architecture must provide multiple realities to occupants 

who cognize though multi-level readings in the apprehension of space.  Bragdon’s buildings are 

significant because he was working with subtle distinctions that can only be perceived through 

cognitive understanding.  The reality of his spaces is easy to visually comprehend; the spaces are 

familiar and are consistent with the long history of American architecture that preceded them.  

Unfamiliar to modern eyes is the multi-layered ornamental reading embodied within Bragdon’s 

buildings due to their materiality and multiple-levels of virtual reality. 

 Bragdon understood ornament as being integral to form and function.  His buildings were 

derived from an ornament-generated design that began by orienting the project in the world with 

respect to the greater cosmos, co-orienting the arrangement of spaces with functional 

requirements, and proportioning the spaces with respect to body-centered cosmological laws.  

These invisible aspects were expressed in ornament that was integrated with the building’s 

materiality to reveal the project’s excess of life.  To Bragdon, decoration and material were 

inseparable.   

 For example, the “bill of cut stone” (plate VII.b) for the Livingston County Courthouse 

demonstrates that Bragdon considered the materiality of the stone together with the brick as an 

integrated system.  In this building, the ornament and the material are considered together:  the 
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brick and stone contribute to the load-bearing wall system consistent with their material 

properties while revealing their structural contributions.   

 It can be seen from the “Terra Cotta Details for Precinct Stations” drawing (plate IX.f) 

that Bragdon regarded the terra cotta to be part of the wall’s materiality.  The terra cotta is 

imbedded in the wall and contributes to the whole of the wall system, from the eagle over the 

front entrance to the keystones that lock the window lintels in place and the sills that direct water 

away from the building.  The ornament is not applied but is integral:  a suitable and fitting décor 

that contributes to the overall decorum of a police station.  The façade of the precinct station 

(plate IX.d) is in the form of a magic square of three, revealing the ornament-generated magic-

square planning used to orient the building to take advantage of daylighting and natural 

ventilation while fulfilling functional requirements.   

 The multi-level virtual reality of Bragdon’s imagination is revealed in the drawing of 

“Garden Architecture for George Eastman” (plate XIV.b) where it is apparent that he was 

simultaneously thinking about its east and west elevations as he was working out the subtle 

details of its construction.  This detailed drawing is the work of a designer familiar with the 

intimate relationship between materials, construction, proportion and architecture.  The design of 

the “wrot iron grille” speaks of his thinking about color and music in relation to architecture.  

The arched openings at the back of the loggia become windows to the wondrous sky beyond; the 

view is prismatically broken by the grillwork similar to the refraction of color and light that 

would have come through Bragdon’s projective-ornament lanterns for the Song and Light 

Festivals (plate XV.e).  In drawing the garden’s plan (plate XIV.d), Bragdon would have 

imaginatively paced through its magic-square houses while thoughtfully considering each stone 

he drew.  George Eastman favored this West Garden precisely because its virtual reality could 
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transport him to other noumenal worlds while pacing its extents when the mono-level dynamism 

of the East Garden could not. 

 Using Bragdon’s terms, the body always references the divine through geometry.  The 

first mark the “Ancients” made when divining the constructed world was to place a gnomon 

representing the human figure at the center of a circle as the first act in determining the cardinal 

directions.  Vitruvius described this process in the master planning of city sites by giving 

instructions for the marking out of the “rose of the winds” in a city’s center for protection against 

(dis)ease.514  This Ancient encircled crossing was the first point of contact between the earthly 

and the divine and was used to re-orient the city toward auspicious conditions for living. 

 Bragdon’s work is significant today owing to his consideration of the body, geometry and 

the making of space.  His struggle in architecture was against materialism and the scientific point 

of view, but at the same time he was conscious of the real divine power of materials.  He 

embraced a theosophical belief system that conjoined science and religion; however, later during 

the post-industrial present after WWI, like most people he began to doubt whether material 

progress would lead to anything more than better warfare.  Some Theosophists would become 

“traditionalists” in a sense, seeing a better state of affairs in the pre-industrial past, when spiritual 

realities were taken for granted by everyone.  This reassessment of Theosophy by its members 

became prevalent when J. Krishnamurti renounced the Society in 1929 by saying that “Truth is a 

pathless land.”515  In so doing, he rejected Theosophy’s systemization of the occult and esoteric 

under the banner of science initiating a reconsideration of scientific and material progress, which 

likely promoted a more experience-based spirituality among its members.  While Bragdon 

 
514 Vitruvius, De Architectura, I, vi. 
515 Mary Lutyens, Krishnamurti:  the Years of Awakening (London:  John Murray, 1975), 272.  Krishnamurti was a 
person Bragdon greatly admired.  See MLO, 332-338. 
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embraced new scientific realities in his attempts to be “modern,” his architecture is evidence that 

he was primed for a return to a more physically-based spirituality:  his architecture had always 

been more consistent with a body-centered multi-dimensional experiential reality rather than an 

abstract-scientific mono-dimensional immaterial reality.  This may explain why Bragdon was to 

author two books on yoga later in life:  An Introduction to Yoga (1933) and Yoga for You (1943). 

 Even before Eastman cut him off from East Avenue and his future clients, his practice 

had been largely based on residential work.  He probably would have preferred more public 

buildings and institutional projects where he could have really tested his projective ornament and 

Theosophic architectural theory on a grand scale for the spiritual benefit of humanity.  He 

undoubtedly would have liked to have received the architectural recognition that he would have 

had for Louis Sullivan while he was still alive.  Bragdon was never able to achieve the kind of 

notoriety Frank Lloyd Wright had that would have allowed him to transcend his patrons’ 

expectations and design freely. 

 Bragdon’s projects were not about the appearance of form, but were about the 

experiential quality of their spaces.  In the organic-functional debate between form and idea, 

another distinction could be made between appearance and experience:  appearance refers to the 

visible material world, while experience has more to do with the invisible perceptual world of 

feeling and intuition.   

 Architectural theory is traditionally kept within its historical framework without the 

application of theory to practice.  Squaring the Circle is about the translation and application of 

theory into the practice of architecture by critiquing Bragdon’s work within the rules he set up 

for himself.  By regulating his architecture using First Principles that were founded on the 

relationship between the body and the cosmos, his body-centered projects were about alignment 
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and orientation as a way of creating favorable living conditions.  As demonstrated, his built 

projects are material manifestations of his architectural theory and the owners who live in his 

houses attest to the effectiveness of his designs.516   

 Bragdon’s Austrian contemporary Adolf Loos is known today for his raumplan houses 

with spatial qualities that could not be captured in a photograph, but could only be perceived in 

person.517  Although Bragdon’s houses were not designed in raumplan through spaces nested in 

section, he achieved similar qualities through his use of light, view, and transparency.  At this 

time, Bragdon was promoting a projective ornament symbolic of the age, while Loos was 

altogether questioning the appropriateness of ornament.  However, Loos’s “Ornament and 

Crime” was not against ornament, it was about being true to the nature of materials and their use 

in the organic-functional sense—which is similar in meaning to Bragdon’s intent when he wrote 

that ornament revealed the excess of life in a building.  A closer look at Bragdon’s work is 

critical to 21st century architects because, like Loos, his buildings were about their perceived 

qualities:  about being in the space versus the appearance of form.   

 Alchemical architecture transforms base building materials into “living architecture.”  In 

reinstating the organic-functional aesthetic, the world of appearances can approach the 

cosmologically divine by substantiating its surface or form.  Then, like the real little gold ball, 

surface and substance are equal:  the without, the phenomenal appearance, is a mirror of the 

within, its noumenal spiritual and imaginative higher dimension. 

 

 
516 This observation is based on interviews I had with Bragdon homeowners in researching his houses for this 
dissertation.  According to a discussion with Carolyn Swanton, to the dismay of many Rochester architects, clients 
would often request a Bragdon influence in the design of their houses for many years after Bragdon had left 
Rochester for New York City.  In Elizabeth Brayer’s book, George Eastman, 305, she states that, “…even today, the 
designation “Bragdon-designed” can sell a house or object when other merits are not apparent.” 
517 Risselada, Max, editor.  Raumplan Versus Plan Libre: Adolf Loos and Le Corbusier, 1919-1930.  New York:  
Rizzoli, 1987. 
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Appendix I:  Iconological Origins of Magic Squares 
 

° Methodology 
° Ancient Chinese Origins of the Lo Shu:  the Magic Square of Three 
° The Tao and the Construction of the Chinese Magic Square 
° Islamic Magic Squares and Sufiism 
° Hindu Magic Squares of India 
° Eastern Influences on European Magic Squares 
° The Sator-Rotas Square:  Time and Creation 
° Creative Imagination and the Cardinal Directions:  Divining the Constructed World 

 

Methodology 

The architectural imagination is a transcendental space of four-dimensions.  When lost in 

thought, when vision is turned inward and becomes blind to the world outside, one’s entire 

body—intellect, soul, and sexuality—transcends the rational and approaches a meditative state 

where intellectuality, emotionality, and sexuality are merged into an inseparable unity.518  When 

architects design, they conceptualize:  a type of spatial visualization that takes ideas as three-

dimensional constructs, and continuously combines and recombines them in a non-linear, non-

rational thought process where time is suspended in the inner landscape of the mind's eye.519  

The mental movement or rotation of objects is a dreamlike, analogical process—a tantric 

dimension of inward contemplation—that provides visual-spatial insights for the architectural 

imagination, opening a window to the world of the wondrous. 

 At the heart of an investigation into a topic as ethereal as the imagination is the problem 

of method.  Where does one begin and how does one capture something that is basically outside 

the realm of the senses within the imperceptible fourth dimension, the nature of which in itself 

defies being caught?  Squaring the Circle attempts to reconstruct the connection between Claude 
 

518 Bob Samples, The Metaphoric Mind (Reading, MA:  Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1976)., 166-171 
519 Roger N. Shepard and Lynn A. Cooper, Mental Images and Their Transformations (Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 1982), 6-13.   
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Bragdon’s architectural representations and the social, scientific and technological culture of the 

late-19th and early-20th century America, which influenced his work.  In this dissertation his 

architectural representations are considered as artifacts of creative production that describe the 

production of architecture, and as such, are considered to be synonymous with what is 

considered to be a work of art.  The method used is the "Warburgian method,"520 which was 

developed by the art and cultural historian Aby Warburg contemporaneously to Bragdon's 

lifetime.  Warburg regarded the visual representations of the myths of antiquity as "evidence of 

mental states transformed into images" in which "later generations … sought out the permanent 

traces of the most profound emotions in human existence."521

 This research method has two interconnected approaches:  the first is the analysis of a 

work of art based on the historical evidence of the cultural context that surrounded its production 

and, in reconstructing its history, the work of art is to be considered as a source in itself.522  In 

other words, iconographic evidence is used as an historical source.  This is a highly objective 

method whereby the aesthetic value of the work itself has no merit in the analysis.  This research 

method begins with the image and looks for symbolic elements of continuity between it and 

other images, gives credence to images of antiquity that can serve as threads linking symbolic 

content throughout historical time, and then re-contextualizes the image within the time period of 

its creator.   

 
520 The "Warburgian method" is discussed in detail by Carlo Ginzburg in "From Aby Warburg to E. H. Gombrich:  A 
Problem of Method," Clues, Myths, and the Historical Method (Baltimore:  The Johns Hopkins University Press), 17-
59.  See also Kurt W. Forster, "Aby Warburg's History of Art:  Collective Memory and the Social Mediation of Images," 
Dedalus, Journal of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences (1976):  169-176. 
521 Gertrud Bing, "Aby M. Warburg," Rivista storica italiana 72 (1960):  109, quoted in Clues, Myths, and the Historical 
Method. 
522 C. G. Heise, Persönliche Erinnerungen an Aby Warburg (Hamburg, 1959), 23, quoted in Clues, Myths, and the 
Historical Method. 
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 In order to do this it is necessary to distinguish between the work of art as a phenomenon 

in itself, the iconographic content that may be present in the work, and its iconology or essential 

meaning.  The work of art is a physical phenomenon that is a product of the artist's intentions, 

manual technique and skill, is usually produced using available technologies, and is influenced 

by the prevailing cultural milieu; all of which contribute to its style and its determination as a 

cultural artifact.  It is this phenomenal aspect of a work of art that allows for its subjective 

analysis.  The distinguishing characteristic between iconography and iconology is basically that 

iconography is analysis whereas iconology is synthesis.  Through analysis, iconography 

identifies, describes and classifies images within their own historical, cultural and symbolic 

context.  Iconology, on the other hand, is a synthetic process that looks at images as cultural 

symptoms, or symbols, which transcend time due their presence throughout historical time.  

While iconography systematically identifies a theme, iconology interprets the theme and is more 

concerned with its continuity as a way of understanding the hidden symbolic, dogmatic, or 

mystical meanings of an image.  In other words, iconology renders visible the invisible aspects 

of iconography. 

 The phenomenon of contamination is a fundamental iconological problem, because once 

an original type or archetypal image is created, it can take on a life of its own independent of, 

and surviving beyond, the culture of its inception.  The original significance may be changed 

gradually by misunderstanding parts or all of an image's essential details or, in losing its initial 

meanings, the image might be altered by investing it with an entirely new meaning.523

 The iconological investigation to follow differs from the symbological, which interprets 

the symbol itself.  For example, in Symbolism of the Cross René Guénon describes the symbol as 

 
523 Jan Bialostocki, "Iconography and Iconology," Encyclopedia of World Art 7 (1959):  769-785. 
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that which is directly descended from a "great primordial Tradition" and he carefully 

distinguishes the method of “synthesis” from “syncretic” in symbology.  The syncretic process of 

interpreting a symbol assembles incongruous elements in a kind of eclecticism based on a 

superficial resemblance without the acknowledgement of the single underlying doctrine that 

unites them all.  Synthesis, on the other hand, envisages things by their single unifying common 

principle and recognizes the underlying unity to an apparent multiplicity of manifestations.524  

Iconology is related to symbology; however, iconology regards an image as being symptomatic 

of its creator's own culture and time period and recognizes that the creator may have made the 

image itself through a syncretic process.  This distinction is particularly important within the 

context of the following study into the work of a Theosophist, because the philosophical tradition 

of Theosophy is founded on a syncretic appropriation and conflation of Eastern and Western 

ancient spiritual traditions. 

 This analysis has been built upon the research and findings of two notable scholars:  

Schuyler V. R. Cammann (1912-1991) and Paul Carus (1852-1919).  Cammann was Professor 

Emeritus of East Asian Studies at the University of Pennsylvania and did extensive research on 

the Asian origins of magic squares.  Cammann is the definitive source for research on the 

development of magic squares from a theoretical, historical and cultural standpoint.  His work 

analyzed the mathematical aspects of magic squares through their techniques of construction 

within the historical framework of their making and related them to the cultural, philosophical 

and religious context within which they were made.  Paul Carus was the editor for the Open 

Court publishing house and two fortnightly magazines located in La Salle, Illinois just outside of 

Chicago.  Although Carus’s Asian scholarship has some inconsistencies and historical 

 
524 René Guénon.  Symbolism of the Cross (London:  Luzac & Company, Ltd., 1958), x-xi. 
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inaccuracies by today’s standards, his knowledge of comparative relationships between Eastern 

and Western philosophical systems was remarkable.  He figures significantly in this study 

because he was contemporaneous with Bragdon who was familiar with Carus’s writings on 

magic squares.  Additionally, Carus was responsible for bringing knowledge of the East to the 

Western world through his activities as a scholar, publisher and patron of visitors from the East.  

The following study is not a reiteration of their works, but a select reinterpretation that will 

illustrate how magic squares relate to the making of architecture with the intention of discovering 

possible relationships between the logic of this mathematical (re)creation and the creation of 

early-20th century American architecture. 

 The concept of the fourth dimension that was popular in the early-20th century 

characteristically has been discussed during the past twenty years as being related to the then-

recent discoveries of non-Euclidean geometry and theories of relativity concerning space/time 

relationships.  Claude Bragdon's architectural representations have generally been considered 

within this context alone.  One of his intentions, however, was to conceive of a style of ornament 

that could be perceived as a universally understood “symbology” that could “teach as eloquently 

as the spoken word,”525 because “[a]rchitecture is the concrete presentment in space of the soul 

of a people.”526  For Bragdon to do this, it would involve developing an architectural language 

capable of being understood within its own cultural context as well as the “universal”—meaning 

that there would have to be a connecting thread of an archetypal vocabulary that could transcend 

geographical, historical and cultural boundaries.  Bragdon intended to achieve this by basing his 

designs on cosmological laws. 

 
525 Bragdon, Claude.  PO, 64. 
526 Bragdon, Claude.  A&D (New York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 1926), 148. 
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 Both the square and the circle embody a hidden meaning having to do with divine 

creation and the expansion of earthly consciousness to become cosmic consciousness, a type of 

four-dimensional spatial visualization or architectural imagination.  The architectural 

imagination is a conflation of space, time and creation.  The iconologies of the square and the 

circle are cosmological conflations of space, time, and creation—imaginative representations of 

the fourth dimension.  Appendix I, “Iconological Origins of Magic Squares,” begins by traveling 

through time on an iconological journey to discover the ancient origins of the symbolic content 

of the square and the circle in order to identify possible origins of the cosmological laws 

Bragdon used in design and to determine those ancient threads that Bragdon may have woven 

into his personal symbology of architectural representation. 

 The starting point for this investigation was to collect many images that had shared 

elements related to the Lo Shu and the layers were then peeled back to discover whether or not 

there was a shared iconology as a substratum to those images.  What was discovered was that 

there was an underlying message to magic squares in general that had to do with divine creation 

and the expansion of earthly consciousness to become cosmic consciousness, a type of four-

dimensional spatial visualization or architectural imagination. 

Ancient Chinese Origins of the Lo Shu:  the Magic Square of Three  
 
[Magic squares] are conspicuous instances of the intrinsic harmony of number, and as such 
serve as an interpreter to man of that cosmic order which permeates all existence. 

  Claude Bragdon, The New Image, “Man:  the Magic Square” 527

 
Legend has it that the first magic square was introduced on the back of a sacred turtle some 

2,500 years ago when it appeared to the mythical Chinese King Yü from the waters of the Lo 

 
527 Claude Bragdon.  NI, 165.   
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River.  It was depicted as knotted cords in a stylized dotted pattern composed of solid and open 

circles connected by lines, arranged in nine groups containing one to nine units each (figure 65).  

This diagram came to be called the Lo Shu, which means “Lo River Writing.”528  The Lo Shu is a 

symbol imbued with great cosmological significance that developed over several millennia in 

Old Chinese philosophy and religious beliefs.  

 To the Old Chinese, the Lo Shu was a 

concise representation of the universe in a 

microcosm, an imago mundi that related to both 

the heavens and the earth through the 

harmonious balance of its numbers around the 

strong central number five, which was located at 

the center of the axis mundi, the cosmic axis 

connecting these two worlds.  For example, in 

the second century BC when used as a means of divination, the Lo Shu had been referred to as 

the “Nine Halls Calculation.”  In the sixth century AD, the Taoist Chên Luan explained this 

reference by the quotation, “2 and 4 make the shoulders, 6 and 8 make the feet; 3 is at the left, 7 

is at the right; 9 is worn on the head and 1 is underfoot [literally:  trodden by the shoes]; while 5 

dwells at the center.”  This mnemonic means of ciphering the order of the numbers of the magic 

square of three referred to a person, and most likely to a man or god considered as a microcosm 

of the universe.529  The number five was important because it was located at the center, or navel 

of this cosmic man, which is also the location of the mythical physiological axis mundi.  There 

 
 
figure 65.  The Lo Shu (left) and The Map of Ho (right) 
according to Ts’ai Yüang-ting; from a Chinese edition 
of the I Ching 

 
528 Schuyler Cammann.  “The Magic Square of Three in Old Chinese Philosophy and Religion,” History of Religions 
volume 1 (Summer 1961):  38-39. 
529 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 42-43. 
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were primarily two separate versions of the mode and functioning of this symbolic representation 

of the Old Chinese world view, which will be referred to as the Tao and the cult of T’ai-Yi. 

 The Tao was a process that governed all things through the harmonious balance of the 

Yin and the Yang.  The Yin, or female principle, was expressed through even numbers, was 

associated with the Moon, and thrived in darkness, cold and quiet inactivity; while the Yang, or 

male principle, was expressed through odd numbers, was associated with the Sun, and was the 

source of light, heat, and dynamic vitality.  They were also considered to be complementary 

opposites; therefore, for example, the complement of a Yin number—whether odd or even—

would be Yang, and the complement of a Yang number—whether even or odd—would be Yin.530   

 The eight outer numbers of the Lo Shu represented the balanced 

equilibrium of the Yin and the Yang around the axial center, with a special 

significance attached to the central number five.  The stylized version of the 

Lo Shu represented each of the digits by the same number of small circles 

connected with lines:  open ones for the even numbers and solid ones for the 

odd, a manner that emphasizes the distinction between the Yin and the 

Yang.531  The magic line of the magic square (figure 66), which traces the 

numbers in succession beginning with the number one, was the path of the 

seasonal cycle of interplay between the Yin and the Yang changing places 

alternatively, as the year wheeled around in a kind of cosmic dance.532   

 
 
figure 66.   
Magic path from 
Claude Bragdon, 
Frozen Fountain 

 The Lo Shu was associated with the sky and another name for it had been “The Celestial 

Numbers of the Nine Halls (or Palaces),” which were considered to be sky-dwellings visited by 

 
530 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 50-52. 
531 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 76. 
532 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 55-56. 
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various celestial deities.  Since the Lo Shu was associated with Heaven, which was 

fundamentally Yang in Old Chinese thinking, it would have been considered to be primarily a 

Yang diagram; its opposite would be a Yin square, which would be related to the Earth and 

mirrored directly below its celestial counterpart.  The Yang cycle would then begin in the sky, 

taking every second number from its complement on earth; whereas the Yin cycle would begin 

on earth, taking every other number from the sky.533  This magic path was a cosmic exchange 

that wove together the heavens and the earth through the harmonious balance of the opposite 

forces of nature; the magic square symbolized all of Nature and its diverse elements in a state of 

ideal harmony around a vital axis connecting the heavens with the earth.  The Lo Shu was a 

concise symbol of the universe in a microcosm.   

 The cult of T’ai-Yi (Han dynasty 202 BC-220 AD) believed that the Sky Emperor T’ai-Yi 

lived in a palace at the center of Heaven, at the top of the axis mundi, where he ruled the eight 

outer divisions of Heaven, in each of which he had a palace.  In a like manner, the Chinese 

Emperor lived at the bottom of this cosmic axis, at the center of the Earth, and exerted his 

influence out in the surrounding eight directions. At some point in time during the Han dynasty, 

someone conceived of the idea that the obligations of the Sky Emperor were similar to those of 

his counterpart on earth.  For example, it was believed that annually T’ai-Yi would leave his 

palace at the Center to inspect his realm in a ceremonial progress:  he would move through his 

kingdom along a path that began at the center and went through the different points of the 

compass by tracing the magic line of the Lo Shu, returning to the central location.534  In other 

words, following the Lo Shu's magic path, T’ai-Yi would circulate among the “Nine Palace 

 
533 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 55. 
534 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 60-64. 
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Halls” of the heavens in the successive order of the numbers of the magic square of three 

diagram, starting from the central number five and returning there. 

 The Lo Shu is generally associated with 

another mathematical puzzle based on the number 

five, the Map of Ho, which was also used for 

divination purposes and similarly represented the 

creative force of the balance of Yin and Yang.  

These two arithmetical devices are related to two 

other ancient Chinese images of unknown origin:  the Dragon Horse Carrying the Map of Ho and 

The Tortoise with the Writing (figure 67).  On the back of the turtle are inscribed the Chinese 

characters for their five elements of nature (water, wood, fire, metal and earth)—which 

reinforces the notion of the importance of the central number five in the Lo Shu.  The legend 

associated with the Dragon Horse is that it is carrying the Map of Ho on its back.  Even more 

significant; however, is that the Dragon Horse has the eight Chinese trigrams, or kwa, 

represented on its flank.  Kwa are comprised of yin and yang lines:  a broken line for yin and a 

solid line for yang.  Each trigram has its own meaning depending on how the lines are combined, 

and they apply to all possible relations of life.  The kwa are used for divination and their 

understanding provides the key to the riddle of the universe.535

 
 
figure 67.  The Dragon Horse Carrying the Map of Ho 
and the Tortoise with the Writing 

 The Lo Shu magic square became public knowledge in China in the tenth century AD 

after about thirteen hundred years of hidden, private or cultic use.  It appeared at this time in the 

form of knotted cords in solid and open, yin and yang dots, which could be compared to the 

 
535 Paul Carus, Chinese Philosophy (Chicago:  The Open Court Publishing Company, 1902), 17-21 and Paul Carus, 
Chinese Astrology (Chicago:  The Open Court Publishing Company, 1974), 25-33, an abridged version of a 1907 
Open Court book entitled Chinese Thought. 
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Pythagorean tetraktys of ten that expressed numbers similarly using dots or pebbles instead.536  

The development of the yin and yang symbols in their numerical and occult significance can be 

traced definitively back to the ancient Chinese; however it is curious that in ancient Greece odd 

numbers were also considered as belonging to the heavenly and even numbers to the earthly.537  

Both the Old Chinese and the Classical World may have been influenced by astrological lore 

from Mesopotamia; however, there is no evidence to indicate that Ancient Greece had a similar 

knowledge of the magic square of three.  Most probably, knowledge about magic squares 

migrated east from China via Arab or Persian traders early in the Christian era or the Early 

Middle Ages.538

 The magic square’s survival into the tenth century was precisely because of its occult and 

hidden use, because there had been two significant book-burnings during the course of Old 

China’s recorded history:  Shih Huang-ti, the first emperor of the Ch’in dynasty (221-207 BC), 

in an effort to ensure national unity had all books burned in 213 BC, except those on magic and 

divination for which he had a special affinity;539 Yang Ti, the second emperor of the Sui dynasty 

(589-618 AD), ordered the destruction of all occult books in 605 AD because they were in 

conflict with the Orthodox teachings of Confucius.540  By the tenth century the mysteries of the 

Lo Shu had been absorbed into the Chinese cultural fabric through popular use as a protective 

charm and as a magical means of divination.  However, the diagram that had survived into the 

tenth century was derivative:  it had lost its cosmological significance, it was no longer used for 

divination, its numbers were obscured because of the dotted pattern which prevented the 

 
536 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 45. 
537 Paul Carus, "Reflections on Magic Squares," in W. S. Andrews, Magic Squares and Cubes (Chicago:  The Open 
Court Publishing Company, 1917), 123. 
538 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 69. 
539 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 46. 
540 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 73. 
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recognition of its distinctive mathematical properties, and it had degenerated into merely a 

riddle.  Sometime during the Sung dynasty (960-1280 AD) the cyclical workings of the Tao, 

which had been represented by the magic line in the magic square of three, were reduced to the 

notion of a circle cut in two by an S-shaped line.  The Lo Shu itself was replaced by the symbol 

commonly known today as the Yin-Yang.541   

 The Lo Shu diagram may have been replaced by the Yin-Yang diagram and its original 

meanings lost; however, the symbolic content of the Lo Shu has become ingrained in many 

eastern religious beliefs, although the literal symbol itself may have disappeared.  For example, 

almost all of the attributes of the Lo Shu together with the Dragon Horse can be seen represented 

by the Tibetan astrological diagram, the Golden Tortoise (figure 68), which was believed to have 

been introduced into Tibet by the Chinese princess W'en chang around 642 AD.542   

 Simultaneously both the underside and the back of the 

Golden Tortoise can be seen, with the Lo Shu magic square in 

the center within a circle instead of a square and with its 

numerals being represented by Tibetan characters.  Surrounding 

the Lo Shu are the eight Chinese kwa within lotus petals, which 

in turn are surrounded by twelve lotus petals, each of which 

contains an animal representing one of the years of the Chinese 

"twelve-year cycle."  The tortoise's four limbs take the form of 

the human hand and point to the four intercardinal directions.  

Each hand spears a frog, in Tibet considered as being the "soil spirit" of the earth, thereby 

representing the four quarters of the earth element.  This is further reinforced by the square earth 

 
 
figure 68.  Tibetan Golden Tortoise 

 
541 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 73-78. 
542 Robert Beer, The Encyclopedia of Tibetan Symbols and Motifs (Boston:  Shambhala, 1999), 116-120. 
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symbol being located adjacent.  The five Tibetan elements of nature (earth, water, fire, air and 

ether)543 are represented by the four cardinal directions plus the central axis mundi.   

 When the Golden Tortoise is considered as though in section, it becomes apparent how 

the tortoise as an astrological device can represent both the divine and the human:  the dome of 

the upper shell as representative of the cosmos above the earthly plane of the lower shell.  As a 

divination device, the Golden Tortoise represents the notion of "squaring the circle" by allowing 

one to use earthly powers in an act of creation in order to "divine" the future.  In other words, 

one squares the circle by expanding earthly consciousness to encompass the divine and be in 

union with the cosmic consciousness. 

 The survival of the numeric magic square to modern times was primarily due to scholars 

and antiquarians who were not mathematicians, but transmitters of historical data that was 

contained within esoteric texts.  As a result, many of the magic squares that were passed forward 

through history were garbled or missing numbers.  This was partly because the transcriber during 

copying may have made mistakes due to being unaware of the square's magical, mathematical 

properties and partly because the original maker of the square may have left out numbers to 

begin with in order to maintain the square's occult value.  

 We know about the magic squares that were developed in China due to Yang Hui's 

treatise on earlier Chinese mathematics, the Hsü-ku chai-chi suan-fa, which was first published 

in Hangchow in 1275 AD.  Yang Hui was not a mathematician; his aim was merely to present 

 
543 India also has five elements of nature, in contrast to the West that considers there to be only four elements.  In 
Timaeus Plato identified five elements of nature, to which he associated each one with a "platonic" solid.  Ether was 
represented by the dodecahedron and identified by Plato as the cosmos and the geometric solid that contained the 
other four solids within.  In the West the notion of a fifth element was eventually dropped, perhaps because it was not 
of the earth.  The Chinese also have five elements of nature that additionally are associated with the five cardinal 
directions.  However, these five elements are wood, fire, metal, water and earth, with the earth being located at the 
center of the compass to represent its location at the bottom of the axis mundi that connects the earth with the 
cosmos. 
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past achievements.  He had no knowledge of how the squares were constructed, nor did he 

understand their hidden symbolic and mythological meanings.  As mentioned earlier, the Lo Shu 

that survived into the tenth century was viewed as merely a riddle and a curiosity, and its 

inherent mathematical properties were unknown due to its stylized design.  Yang Hui's 

mathematical treatise was intended to preserve ancient Chinese mathematics for future 

generations and the section on magic squares was brief, only including thirteen.  He undoubtedly 

realized the possibility of an impending Mongol invasion due to its beginnings in North China in 

1215 AD with the capture of Peking, which eventually did make it to the Southern Sung capital 

of Hangchow in 1279 AD, four years after the publication of his book.  Two years later, Kublai 

Khan, the new Mongol emperor of China, ordered that all Taoist books in his realm be burned.  

The reason Yang Hui's book survived is most likely because it was a printed one and a few 

copies escaped the Mongol's book-burnings.544

 The whole subject of magic squares was a heavily guarded secret in medieval Asia and 

was kept hidden within Taoist, Sufi and Hindu sacred texts.  In the construction process of the 

magic square for each belief system, the differences between these three religious philosophies 

can be easily seen in a way that readily demonstrates the relationship between mathematics, 

philosophy, and religion for each culture. 

The Tao and the Construction of the Chinese Magic Square 

Today the Lo Shu is often depicted as the Yin-Yang symbol surrounded by the eight trigrammatic 

kwa as it is currently used in the divinatory practice of Feng Shui.  Pairs of these eight kwa 

trigrams in their sixty-four possible combinations are the hexagrammatic kwa used in the ancient 

 
544 Schuyler Cammann, "Old Chinese Magic Squares," Sinologica 7 (1963):  16-19. 
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divinatory text, the I Ching, or book of permutations.  This ancient text is traditionally attributed 

to four authors:  Fu Hsi, a pre-historic chieftain of about 3,000 BC; King Wen, an eleventh-

century BC leader; the Duke of Chou, son of King Wen; and Confucius, philosopher of the sixth 

to fifth centuries BC.545  If we look at the Dragon Horse carrying the Map of Ho, then we will 

see on its flank the eight kwa trigrams within an octagonal shape that has an open circle in the 

middle.  The open circle is the T'ai Kih, or "Great Origin," from which is produced the two yin 

and yang elements, which when symbolized by solid and broken lines as trigrams produce eight 

possible kwa.546   

 In Paul Carus' book, Chinese Philosophy, he analyzed the kwa using the binary system 

Leibnitz developed for his own interpretation of the sixty-four kwa in 1703, which was to assign 

the number zero to the yin lines and one to the yang lines.547  Carus interprets this to mean that 

when these complementary opposites are added together they "cancel one another and the whole 

world sinks back into nought [naught]."548  This interpretation is problematic for mathematical, 

philosophical and religious reasons.  First, the Map of Ho, the Lo Shu and the Dragon Horse 

carrying the Map of Ho are ancient references dating back at least to the age of Confucius in the 

sixth to fifth centuries BC, which predates the discovery of the zero in Southeast Asia in the 

seventh century AD.549  Therefore, the ancient Chinese would not yet have conceived of the 

concept of zero.  Second, Leibnitz's analysis of the kwa found in the I Ching came about due to 

correspondence from a Christian missionary in China who wrote to him about similarities he 
 

545 Thomas Cleary, The Taoist Classics:  The Taoist I Ching and I Ching Mandalas (Boston:  Shambala, 2000), 3. 
546 Paul Carus, Chinese Philosophy, 25.  The entire quote from the I Ching is, "Therefore in the Yih is contained the 
great origin, which produced the two elementary forms.  The two elementary forms produced the eight trigrams.  The 
eight trigrams served to determine good and evil, and from their determination was produced the great world."—Yih 
King, App. III., §§ 70-71.  A trigram is comprised of three lines, either solid or broken, which yields two cubed or eight 
possible combinations.  A hexagram is comprised of six lines, either solid or broken, which yields two to the sixth 
power or sixty-four possible combinations. 
547 Paul Carus, Chinese Philosophy, 39-42. 
548 Paul Carus, Chinese Philosophy, 27. 
549 Joseph Needham, Science and Civilization in China, III (Cambridge, 1959), 180-184. 
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found between the structure of the ancient Chinese classic and the system of binary arithmetic 

Leibnitz had been working on at the time.  Given that the I Ching arrived in the West via 

Christianity, there would have been little understanding of the workings of the Tao, which 

through the balance of opposites strives to achieve unity, not nothingness.  Third, Carus 

compares the workings of the Tao to the "great nothing" of Nirvâna, a Hindu religious belief 

from India, which is where the concept of zero most probably originated.550  At Carus' time, 

when the religions of the East were becoming known to the West, it was a common practice to 

misinterpret Eastern spiritual beliefs by conflating their different belief systems into one 

"oriental" understanding of the world by assigning them similar or incorrect meanings. 

 This misinterpretation is significant for reasons having to do with a reinterpretation of 

Chinese numeric magic squares.  The clue is given in the following quote from the I Ching in 

Carus' book:  "The Ho gave forth the map, and the Lo the writing."551  Both the Map of Ho and 

the Lo Shu are mathematical puzzles whose numbers are represented by knotted cords, solid for 

even yin numbers and open for odd yang numbers.  According to Carus in another of his books, 

Chinese Astrology, knotted cords were used prior to writing as a mnemonic device to remember 

data and to communicate ideas by the ancient Chinese.  Although we no longer have the details 

as to its use, it is mentioned by Lao-Tze and Confucius in their written works.  Sometime later, 

 
550 Although the question of its origins has never been satisfactorily settled, the discovery of zero may have come 
from India.  Sanskrit is an ancient language that survives today as a written text, and there is a word for zero, sunya, 
which means void, an ancient Hindu religious and philosophical concept.  The Arabic word for empty or zero is sifr, 
which etymologically is the root of the English word "cipher," a method of calculating that requires a "placeholder" 
such as the zero.  The first recorded use of "Arabic" numerals is in Baghdad, where an Indian scholar appeared in 
771 AD with a treatise on astronomy using the Indian numerical system that was later transmitted to the West by the 
Arabs by way of Moorish Spain.  The form of the symbol for zero first appeared as a dot, which later transformed to 
become a small circle.  This information was gathered from Seyyed Hossein Nesr, Islamic Science (Kent, England:  
World of Islam Festival Publishing Company, Ltd., 1976), 77-79 and www.islamicity.org/mosque/ihame/Ref6.htm.  It 
seems to this author that the representation of zero by a dot/circle probably originated in India because there the dot 
is the sacred symbol for bindu, which simultaneously means the all and nothing of the creative universe.  The dot 
represents the mathematical point of zero dimension, which when expanded becomes the circle that encompasses 
all. 
551 Quoted in Paul Carus, Chinese Philosophy, 17 and considered to be contemporaneous with Confucius. 
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knotted cords were replaced by notched bamboo sticks.552  According to legend, the invention of 

writing has been attributed to the discovery of The Tortoise with the Writing by the Chinese 

patron saint of history and archival documents, Shih 'Huang, who saw the divine tortoise 

emerging from the river Lo in 2,800 BC.  To my knowledge, the exact dates of these four images 

and their associated mythologies cannot be verified; however, I would like to take a look at the 

mathematical and symbolic aspects of the Lo Shu and the Map of Ho in order to better 

understand the divinatory properties the Chinese may have attributed to their magic squares. 

 If we look at the Map of Ho (figure 65), which is 

represented by knotted cords arranged in concentric squares, its 

numerical and symbolic properties are obscured.  However, if 

we look at the diagram as the crossing of mathematical 

equations that add numerical complements, then we will see that 

it is essentially a cross in a balanced equilibrium of opposing 

yin and yang fives about a central yin five (figure 69).  As 

discussed earlier, even numbers are yin and odd numbers are 

yang; however, depending on their usage that can change.  The Map of Ho is a yin diagram 

because the central yin five is the result of the summation of a yin ten and a yang five.  The 

central block represents the marriage of the earthly with the heavenly through its axis mundi 

connecting the two:  the odd-number five in being represented as yin is in itself a balanced 

opposite.553   

 
 
Figure 69.  The Map of Ho as 
crossing of mathematical equations. 

 
552 Paul Carus, Chinese Astrology, 1-2. 
553 As per the Confucian commentary in the I Ching, found in Paul Carus, Chinese Philosophy, 18-19: 
"The number 1 belongs to heaven; to earth, 2; to heaven, 3; to earth, 4; to heaven, 5; to earth, 6; to heaven, 7; to 
earth, 8; to heaven, 9; to earth, 10.  The numbers belonging to heaven are five, and those belonging to earth are five.  
The numbers of these two series correspond to each other, and each one has another that may be considered its 
mate.  The heavenly numbers amount to 25, and the earthly to 30.  The numbers of heaven and earth together 
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 The Map of Ho was related to the Earth in contrast to the Lo Shu, which was associated 

with Heaven.  The Dragon Horse carried the Map of Ho on its back with the eight trigrams on its 

side.  Another word for map is plan, which when considered together with the eight kwa, or the 

basic building blocks of all possible combinations of yin and yang elements, would indicate that 

the Map of Ho was related to plans for the earth and the constructed world.  Whereas, the more 

divine tortoise was associated with the Lo Shu and the writing, the word or divine idea.  These 

two diagrams together would indicate a marriage of the heavenly with the earthly, divine 

creation for the physical world. 

 One of the arrangements of all sixty-

four possible hexagrams represented in the I 

Ching is the Kwa of Fuh-Hi, which shows the 

sixty-four kwa arranged in a circle 

surrounding a second grouping of them 

arranged in an eight-by-eight square (figure 

70).  Those in the circle are arranged so that 

opposing kwa are balanced in terms of yin 

and yang lines, the first opposite the last, all 

pairs of which could add to the number sixty-

five, if the first all yang lines kwa hexagram 

were to be assigned the number one.  By 

being composed of all yang lines, the top 

 
 
figure 70.   
The hexagrams from the Yî King,  
translated by James Legge, 1882. 

 
amount to 55.  It is by these that the changes and transformations are effected, and the spirit-like agencies kept in 
movement." 
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yang hexagram represents Heaven and ultimate unity.  If the top yang hexagram were the 

number one, then the numerical values of the hexagrams would increase clockwise to thirty-two.  

Following this line of reasoning, the bottom yin hexagram is composed of all yin broken lines 

and would equal sixty-four.  The following hexagrams would decrease clockwise to thirty-

three.554   

 The hexagrams comprising the square are arranged both graphically and mathematically.  

Graphically the first hexagram is all yin, one solid line is added progressively until the final 

hexagram, which is all yang.  This square is also magic:  opposite corners add to sixty-five, the 

base number of the square squared plus one; when opposing pairs are added diagonally from one 

another about its central axis and cross-axis, they also add to sixty-five; and both diagonals equal 

260 when all the numbers are added.  When the numbers six and five are added, they yield 

eleven or two ones—representing the play of yin and yang that predominates the entire diagram.  

In "casting out nines" the number 260 reduces to eight, the base number of the square.555  

Because the Kwa of Fuh-Hi are arranged as a magic square within a circle of balanced opposites, 

it is apparent that it represents the relationship of the microcosm to the macrocosm, the balance 

of opposites, and possibilities of "squaring the circle."   

 In order to cast a reading using the I Ching, the diviner begins with fifty yarrow stalks, a 

little thicker than knitting-needles, discards one and places it in a stickholder at the center of the 

 
554 This information is taken from Carus, Chinese Philosophy, 10; however I disagree with Carus' interpretation.  
Based on the Leibnitz system, Carus assigns the largest number of 63 to the all-yang hexagram and zero to the all-
yin hexagram.  For the reasons stated above, the square is no longer magical when these numbers are used.  
Additionally, when the numbers one and 64 are used instead, both the all-yang and the all-yin hexagrams equal one, 
or unity, when casting out nines for the yin hexagram. 
555 The numbers eight, sixty-five and 260 are significant numbers in terms of magic squares, especially the magic 
square of eight.  In addition to eight representing the cardinal and inter-cardinal directions, the magic square of eight 
is the magic square assigned to Mercury in the Cabalistic tradition—its corners add to sixty-five and its diagonals sum 
to 260.  In Cabala, Mars is represented by the magic square of five and its diagonals sum to sixty-five. 
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table.  The central stick "is referred to the 'Great Origin'"556 and acts as an axis mundi to connect 

the earthly with the divine.  According to instructions, the diviner must remember that the sticks 

are the "holy implements which reveal the will of the Almighty through their mathematical 

changes."557  The remaining forty-nine are divided in two by hand; one stick is taken from the 

right hand group and placed between the last two fingers of the left hand.  The left-hand group is 

counted with the right hand by discarding eight sticks at a time until the sticks remaining number 

between one and eight (or none), including the one held by the little finger.  This remainder will 

correspond to one of the eight kwa trigrams.  This trigram is to be placed at the bottom of the 

final diagram as the "Inner Complement" to be used in divining.  The right-hand group of sticks 

is counted similarly using the left hand—the "Outer Complement" kwa remainder is to be placed 

at the top of the diagram to form a complete hexagram.558  A significant aspect of this act of 

divination is that it is a counting process using the ancient Chinese method of counting rods.  

Prior to the popular use of the abacus for calculating mathematical equations during the 

thirteenth century, counting was accomplished using counting sticks, which would have been the 

proper way to divine "mathematical changes." 

 The I Ching is rarely considered in terms of numeric magic squares; generally the two 

methods of divination are considered separately.  However, there seem to be some relevant 

comparisons.559  The I Ching is based on hexagrams derived from trigrams that relate to the Lo 

Shu as previously discussed.  Four is a significant number because of the cardinal directions, 
 

556 The center of the eight trigrams on the side of the Dragon Horse, the origin of all yin and yang, is also called the 
"Great Origin." 
557 From the book of Eki in the Takashima Ekidan (Keigyosha, Tokio, 1895) as found in Carus, Chinese Philosophy, 
13. 
558 Found in Carus, Chinese Philosophy, 10-15.  One stick refers to the all-yang trigram, eight sticks or none to the 
all-yin trigram, adding one yin line at a time consecutively in the manner of the Kwa of Fuh-Hi until all lines are yin. 
559 Cammann discusses the similarities to the process of divining using the I Ching and constructing the magic square 
of seven; however, he did not think there was a definite relationship between the two.  I think that there are far too 
many similarities between these two acts of divination to discount a possible relationship, even if that relationship 
were to rest solely on Old Chinese number theories.  See Cammann, "Old Chinese Magic Squares," 30-31. 
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which when added to the four intercardinal directions yields the other significant number eight.  

Three broken and/or solid lines, are the minimum number of lines required to produce the eight 

possible yin and yang combinations, or kwa.  Eight squared equals the total possible 

combinations of paired trigrams, or hexagrams.  Some of the arrangements in the I Ching that 

show all permutations of the sixty-four hexagrams together are numeric magic squares with the 

number eight as the base number.  Why, then, use fifty counting sticks instead of sixty-five?  The 

reading from the I Ching is based on a process using eights that could just as easily be 

accomplished by using sixty-five rods, discarding one, leaving two pairs of four possibilities of 

eight if the rods are divided equally.  The I Ching reading; however, is based on the magic square 

of seven; one rod is discarded from counting and one rod is set aside, leaving two pairs of three 

possibilities of eight.  Why?  The answer could have to do with the extra rod that is set aside, the 

importance of Centrality to the Old Chinese, the active and passive forces of nature, and the 

procedures specific to constructing Chinese magic squares.  As we will see, the methods used to 

construct magic squares differ between China, Islam and India—each country's method 

representative of its particular belief system. 

 It is important to remember that in both the Tao and the cult of T'ai-Yi, the journey begins 

at the center and returns there, which means that the center would be counted twice.  The first 

counting rod acts as the "Great Origin" or axis mundi, providing a conduit between the earth and 

the cosmos that allows the earthly diviner to communicate with the Heavenly.  The workings of 

the I Ching are based on the product of six times eight:  there are eight possible kwa that can be 

made with a minimum of three broken and/or solid lines, pairs of which provide the six lines 

required to make a hexagram, and the six-lined hexagram yields possibilities for eight-squared 

permutations.  If the act of divining could combine the mathematics of six and eight, then 
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divination would be even more powerful.  However, the final count includes the rod that was set 

aside, for a total of forty-nine rods to be used in a process that discards rods eight at a time, 

which ensures that the rods could never be separated into two equal sets.  In other words, the 

extra rod is a guarantee of a yin-yang relationship between the two handfuls of counting rods.  

Additionally, when we look at the magic square of seven we will see that this square would be 

perceived as being an incredibly more powerful tool by the ancient Chinese than squares of 

either six or eight. 

 Numeric magic squares of even base numbers lack a center and, as previously mentioned, 

the concept of Centrality was fundamentally important to the Old Chinese.  The method they 

used to construct their magic squares was related to this need for a central number.  It was also 

necessary for all the pairs of numbers to be in a balanced equilibrium around the middle number 

and to add to the same magic number, which is twice the center number.   

 The first step in making the odd-numbered Old Chinese magic square was to place all the 

numbers in sequence in vertical columns beginning with the upper right-hand corner (figure 71).  

This creates a "natural square" with the number that was central within the sequence of numbers 

placed naturally in the center of the magic square.  For a magic square of seven, with possible 

numbers of one to forty-nine, twenty-five would be in the central location.  This is also the 

middle number that divides the forty-nine numbers into two equal sets or sequences, consisting 

of those above the middle number and those below it.  The next step would be to make a central 

core of nine numbers, three by three, using the "diamond method"—most easily explained 

starting with the construction of the traditional "Nine Halls" diagram or Lo Shu:  the digits are 

written from one to nine in three parallel lines slanting downward to the right, making a 

diamond-shaped pattern; then the opposing odd, or yang, numbers at the points of the diamond 
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are exchanged; then the diamond is collapsed to form a square (figure 72).  The final step is to 

arrange the numbers around the core in complementary pairs (figure 73a).560

 The magic square of seven (figure 73) 

was known as the "Abundant Number 

Plan"—in classical texts the "abundant 

number" was fifty and was so named in an 

appendix to the I Ching.  This magic square 

was especially powerful:  when added to its 

complement diagonally, each of the four 

numbers bracketing the corners adds to fifty, 

and diagonally opposing pairs at its perimeter 

add to fifty.  The square becomes a "bordered 

square" when the balanced opposites at the 

perimeter border are also present in the 

interior border that surrounds the inner core 

(figure 73b).  When the operation known as 

"casting out nines" is performed, the square 

of seven's magic qualities are even more 

apparent. 

 
 
Figure71.  Construction of Chinese magic square of seven 
using the “diamond method” based on the Lo Shu. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
figure 72.  Construction of the Lo Shu, magic square of three 
using the “diamond method.” 
 
 
 
 

 
 
figure 73.  The “Abundant Number Plan.” 
a.  square of seven constructed using the “diamond method.” 
b.  bordered square of seven 

 "Casting out nines" is performed by adding together the digits of any number consisting 

of more than one digit, and re-adding if necessary, until only one digit remains.561  The 

 
560 This is a generalization of the Chinese process of making magic squares.  Most squares followed this method, or 
changed it slightly to achieve a more auspicious effect.  The construction of the magic square of seven under 
discussion in principle followed this method, but began at the upper left-hand corner.  The core was also created a 
little differently so that the numbers would add more magically. 
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summation of the numbers of the core diagonally and across equals seventy-five, which reduces 

to twelve and then to three.  When "casting out nines" is performed on the core of the magic 

square of seven constructed using the diamond method, the numbers from one to nine remain—

the original numbers of the Lo Shu.  The central number twenty-five adds to seven, the base 

number of the square.  When this Lo Shu core is added diagonally and across it equals either the 

number twelve or twenty-one, both of which reduce to the Heavenly number three.  The 

"abundant number" fifty reduces to five, which represents the five active forces of nature that 

work together with the yin and the yang.562

 In China the yin and the yang were passively the balanced forces of nature; however, 

there were also the Five Elements or "five agents" that more actively effected change.  They 

represented the active astrological forces of the five planets:  Saturn (Earth Star), Jupiter (Wood 

Star), Venus (Metal Star), Mars (Fire Star) and Mercury (Water Star).  The remaining two of the 

seven ancient "planets" were the yin Moon and the yang Sun.563  The magic square of seven was 

a concise representation of the seven planets whose core of twenty-five symbolized the two 

passive and five active forces of nature—when the central number is reduced it equals seven, the 

base number of the square.  The magic square of seven is the only magic square whose base 

number can be found in the heart of the square.  Seven was especially important in Chinese 

number theories because it was formed through the union of Heaven's three and Earth's four. 

 Basically, in China odd-numbered magic squares and magic squares divisible by three 

were constructed using methods influenced by the construction of the Lo Shu, balancing 

complementary pairs, together with building a central core using the diamond method.  It was 

 
561 Cammann, "Old Chinese Magic Squares," 26. 
562 Cammann, "Old Chinese Magic Squares," 29-31. 
563 Cammann, “The Magic Square of Three,” 56-59. 
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impossible to use any variation on the Lo Shu for even-numbered squares, except for the square 

of six, because it is the product of three and two.   

 Even magic squares were constructed by building a natural square and then exchanging 

numbers.  A natural square is made starting with the number one in the upper right-hand corner 

and then writing the numbers sequentially moving toward the left in either horizontal rows or 

going down in vertical columns.  The corners could then be exchanged as well as the pairs of 

numbers axially around the center.  Or, the square could be divided in half, exchanging, flipping 

or mirroring the halves, and/or exchanging corner numbers.  The same basic process was used 

and would be modified as required to result in magic squares with balanced opposites and 

auspicious mathematical properties. 

 In spite of being an even square, the magic square of four was very powerful because all 

numbers horizontally, vertically and diagonally add to thirty-four, which in casting out nines 

equals seven, the auspicious number of universal unity in Ancient China, comprising Earth's four 

and Heaven's three.  All numbers in the square add to 136, which reduces to one, and this 

reduction to absolute unity is extremely significant.  Also, its complementary pairs are comprised 

of one number from the higher half of all the numbers and one from the lower half, one of them 

being a yin number and one of them being yang; and, all balanced pairs equal the same number, 

seventeen.564  Seventeen reduces to eight—the cardinal and inter-cardinal directions.  The magic 

 
564 Cammann, "Old Chinese Magic Squares," 40-43. 
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square of four in being four-squared represented the earth.  The magic square of three, the Lo 

Shu, represented heaven. 

 The natural square was most often the starting point 

for constructing the magic square; however, due to different 

methods of writing for the various cultures there were 

different procedures for setting up a natural square.  As a 

rule, in China, natural squares were constructed in vertical 

columns beginning at the upper right; in the Islamic world, 

they were made in horizontal rows beginning at the upper 

right; in India, horizontal rows beginning at the upper left 

(figure 74).565  However, as previously discussed, rules were 

meant to be broken—if the resulting square was not 

"magic," then the square would be manipulated as required 

to become more auspicious.  Common to these three 

cultures was the notion that the magic square was a 

miniature diagram of the Earth and/or Universe; however, 

the nature of the Universe and what took place in it varied 

greatly between these cultures.566

 
 
 
figure 74.  Methods of “writing” a natural 
square and exchanging numbers for even-
numbered magic squares. 

Islamic Magic Squares and Sufiism 

The Lo Shu became public knowledge in tenth-century China after the Chinese ceased to value it 

as a magic square and no longer recognized its inherent potential as a symbol of the Universe in 

 
565 Schuyler Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part I" History of Religions 8/3 (February 1969), 190. 
566 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part I," 183. 
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miniature.  From the seventh to the fourteenth century there were considerable numbers of 

Persian and Arab merchants living in the port towns along the China coast.  It is possible that 

these traders could have brought knowledge of the magic square to western Asia.  In any event, 

the magic square of three was first published in the Islamic world around the year 900 AD in an 

Arabic treatise traditionally ascribed to Jābir ibn Hayyān (known to Europeans as Geber).  It was 

presented as a charm and the square was comprised of letters that had numerical values, instead 

of numbers, called the abjad system.567

 The first set of Islamic magic squares was presented in an 

encyclopedia published in 989 AD called the Rasā'il, which was 

composed by the Ikhwān as-Safā, a Muslim brotherhood known as 

the Brothers of Purity.  It appeared in Basra, a seaport for 

international trade as far as China.  The squares were presented as 

illustrations and text, and were described as small models of a 

harmonious Universe.  The encyclopedia included magic squares of 

three, four, five and seven that were clearly developed along Old Chinese models, including use 

of the Lo Shu core and the diamond method.  Unique to the Rasā'il was the concentric bordered 

square of seven:  however, instead of having pairs of numbers balanced about the central number 

diagonally from one another adding to the magic number, opposing corners and pairs of numbers 

directly opposite each other in the Islamic concentric bordered square add to the same magic 

number fifty (figure 75).  Consistent to the bordered square, the outer borders can be peeled 

 
 
figure 75.  Islamic concentric 
bordered square of seven. 

 
567 The abjad system was a way of using Arabic letters with numerical values instead of numbers, as was done 
before the introduction of numerals from India.  Since these letters were arranged in an archaic sequence, following 
the order of the Hebrew alphabet (the first four were alef, bā, jīm and dāl and corresponded to the numbers one 
through four), the initials of these names for the Arabic letters were taken to make the–otherwise meaningless—name 
abjad as a mnemonic device to be used in remembering them.  As explained in Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic 
Squares, Part I," 190. 
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away individually leaving the square's intrinsic magic properties intact.  Original to the Brothers' 

encyclopedia was the description of setting out the numbers in the magic square using chess 

moves:  "First, two knight's leaps, then a pawn's step." 

 The thirteenth century was a high period for the development of Islamic magic squares, 

especially in Persia, North Africa and Egypt.  The treatises from this era indicate that there was a 

long, previous period of experimentation and that their methods by this time were highly 

developed.  Little is known of the development of magic squares in Persia before this time 

because of the destructive Mongol conquests of Iran and Iraq that destroyed much of the Sūfī 

literature.  However, in reconstructing the making of these magic squares, religious and 

philosophical qualities are revealed that demonstrate the Sūfī's prominent role in the 

development of Islamic magic squares.  It was during this time that the Islamic "continuous 

method" for making odd-numbered magic squares was discovered (figure 76). 

 It is more than likely this method was 

discovered by studying the properties of the 

Lo Shu magic square and seeing that it had 

inherent principles of motion.  To make an 

Islamic continuous magic square using the 

diamond method, the numbers progress in a 

single, flowing motion, proceeding diagonally downward from the number one, dropping below 

the bottom of the square to reappear at the top, and crossing over the right edge to reappear at the 

left, and eventually returning to one.  Essentially, if these squares were to be wrapped around an 

anchor ring or torus, then the numbers could entwine and spiral continuously.  When the 

numbers encounter the base number, or one of its multiples, the continuous path can no longer 

 
 
figure 76.  Construction of the Islamic continuous method 
based on the Lo Shu. 
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proceed without the "break move" that drops two cells allowing the following number to 

continue the endless spiraling path.  The beginning, middle and last numbers of the square are 

located in the center of the magic square. 

 Motion was perpetuated in these continuous magic squares after passing through the 

middle number at the heart of the plan, which would appeal to the Sūfī mystics of medieval 

Islam and increase the already strong reverence for the magic square's middle number.  Magic 

squares were already considered to be small models of the Universe; now they could be symbolic 

representations of Life in a process of endless flux, constantly being renewed through contact 

with a divine source at the center of the cosmos.  Some of the more devout Muslims considered 

the middle number as a symbol of Allah, which is why many magic squares in medieval Islamic 

manuscripts are missing the central number. 

 The innate principles of these odd magic squares easily represented one of the main 

currents of Sūfī thought.  When the square is magic, the middle number multiplied by the base 

number (n) of the square equals the constant sum of the two principle diagonals and all rows and 

columns.  This could symbolize Allah as the "divine architect" measuring and regulating the 

length and breadth of the Universe.  When the middle number is multiplied by the highest 

number in the square (n2) it equals the total sum of all the numbers in the square, greater than all 

the rest yet comprising them all within itself.  This could symbolize Allah as the Universal Unity.  

Following this line of reasoning, if magic squares were symbols of continual motion and cosmic 

creation, then the next step would be to believe them to be invested with the actual power to 

create change, which is the purpose of the magic charm and talisman.568

 
568 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part I," 195-199. 
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 Another method of making the 

Islamic continuous magic square was 

related to chess, using the "knight's 

move" or variations extending the 

knight's step longer horizontally or 

vertically, or both (figure 77).  These squares are remarkable because their magical qualities are 

also present in an additional surprising way:  the squares are "pandiagonal."  In a pandiagonal 

square, the numbers in every partial diagonal can be added to those in the complementary partial 

diagonal at the opposite corner of the square, so that together they will give the square's constant 

sum.  For the square of five, for example, the summation of the five opposing pandiagonal 

numerals will yield the square's magic number sixty-five.  For the square of four, the addition of 

the four opposing pandiagonal numerals equals thirty-four. 

 
 
figure 77.  Islamic “knight’s-move” magic squares of five. 

 The knight's-move square makes it possible for any number to be in the central cell, 

opening the possibility for it to contain the number one and for it to represent another aspect of 

Sūfī philosophy.  This magic square would be rich in symbolism with one at the center, because 

the number one, as the beginning of all numbers and the sign of unity, could represent Allah the 

creator and originator; and since the numbering begins at the center with one and the final break 

move leads back to it, it could graphically represent the Islamic concept that Allah is the Source 

and Destination for all things.  Also, these unit-centered magic squares embodied the Muslim 

idea that all springs from the One and will ultimately return to the One.  Most magic squares 

naturally embodied this aspect of Sūfī philosophy, because the total sum of all the numbers for 
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each magic square will reduce to the number one, except for magic squares divisible by three, 

which reduce to the number nine.569

 A consecutive numbering system 

was used for doubly-even magic squares of 

eight, twelve, or sixteen, etc. based on 

multiples of the magic square of four.  This 

method is continuous in its making; however 

the numbers do not spiral continuously.  

This method begins by making an empty grid and dividing it into 4 x 4 sub-squares of sixteen 

cells each, and then marking the main diagonals of each sub-square with a dot (figure 78).  

Beginning in the upper right-hand corner and proceeding horizontally in rows toward the left and 

returning to the right at the end of each row, in counting out the cells beginning with the number 

one, each dotted cell would receive a number.  When the end of the square is reached, the 

process is reversed.570  The doubly-even magic square is a checkerboard pattern of even and odd 

numbers, the entire square itself has magical properties, and each sub-square is its own magic 

square of four. 

 
 
figure 78.  Construction of Islamic doubly-even square of eight. 

 The magic square of four was a favorite among Persian and Arab mathematicians.  The 

“first Persian square of four” was constructed using the consecutive numbering system described 

above.  Due to the numerous versions of these magic squares recorded in medieval manuscripts, 

it would indicate that they had a vested interest in this magic square.  Although all combinations 

were not documented by Islamic scholars, there are 880 different possibilities.  If "rotations" and 

"reflections" were to be counted, then they would have had 7,040 possible 
 

569 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part I," 200-201. 
570 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part I," 204. 
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combinations to consider.  The constant sum of the square of four is 34, which reduces to 

seven—an important number in Islamic symbolism.  If the square is divided into four corner 

blocks of 2 x 2 squares, then each of the corner blocks additionally sums to 34.  Their favorite 

was pandiagonal, and in deference to Classical Antiquity it was ascribed to Plato.  They 

discovered that by manipulating this particular square, it had the capacity to "produce" a vast 

number of other squares.  The seeming creativity of this square suggested that it could be taken 

as a symbol of Allah the Creator.571  This belief in the square's apparent powers of creativity led 

them to consider it as a source of power in itself, and as such, it was engraved on rings, amulets, 

magic bowls, and sword blades, among other things. 

Hindu Magic Squares of India 

The earliest known magic square in India is a 

square of four.  The most reliable example is 

from Khajuraho and it was found in a Jain 

inscription that is assumed to date from the 

twelfth or thirteenth century.  However, a closer 

inspection of this evidence suggests a 

counterinfluence from the Islamic world.  If the 

square is rotated 180° and compared with the 

familiar "Plato's square" of the Islamic world, 

then the similarities become apparent (figure 

79).  If we consider that the Indian square was 

 
 
figure 79. 
 
 

 
figure 80.

 
571 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part I," 201-3. 
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constructed from left to right, and the Islamic from right to left, then it becomes noticeable that 

pairs of numbers have been exchanged. 

 There is one single authoritative source for early Indian magic squares, Nārāyana's book 

Ganita-kaumundī, published in 1356 AD.  The book begins with a long discussion of the magic 

square of four.  It is illustrated by a number of variations on the Islamic basic magic square of 

four (Plato's square); however, the squares are all constructed beginning in the upper left-hand 

corner, in the usual Hindu fashion.  Nārāyana favored one particular square of four above all 

others, and at first glance, it seems to have nothing to do with the Islamic basic square.  

However, if regarded as a mirror of the Islamic square due to its Indian source, then the 

similarities become apparent:  instead of double half-sequences paralleling each other as with the 

Islamic square, the second half of the pairs of sequences reverses direction (1-2, 9-10; 3-4, 11-

12; 5-6, 13-14; and 7-8, 15-16).  In the 19th century, a variation of Nārāyana's square was 

discovered in a ruined temple in the Gwalior Fort, bearing a date equivalent to 1483 A.D.  

Although the Gwalior square appears to be quite different, when the corner blocks are exchanged 

it becomes Nārāyana's square (figure 80). 

 There was significant exchange and influence between India and the Islamic world, 

especially in Islamic northern India.  The "Hindu continuous method" was used in making 

Islamic magic squares and Islamic magic squares appear in India.  In spite of the superficial 

similarities between magic squares in general, the origins of these squares can be readily 

differentiated by relating the process of their making to religious and philosophical sources. 
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 Interest in magic squares in India probably began when they learned about the Old 

Chinese Lo Shu.  Although the Indians had little regard for dates in general, and rarely 

documented their borrowings from other cultures, they probably acquired knowledge of this 

magic square from Tibet where it was popularly used 

for divination.  They also could have learned about 

magic squares directly from China via either Hindu 

traders, Indian Buddhist missionaries returning from 

China, or Chinese Buddhist monks who came to 

India as pilgrims.  More than likely, the "Hindu 

continuous method" (figure 81) predates the 

continuous Islamic method and was discovered by 

Indian scholars in analyzing the Lo Shu.  If the familiar magic square of three is inverted, then 

the number one is at the top, the middle number remains in the middle, the last number is at the 

bottom, and the numbers continually spiral upwards toward the right.  Its method of construction 

can easily be seen in the Hindu continuous magic square of nine:  the numbering begins in the 

center cell of the top row, and proceeds upward to the right, dropping one cell for the "break 

move" after inscribing the base number (n) or any of its multiples, and returns to its origin after 

the final number.  The corners add to n2 plus one, and the diagonals, central axes, and all rows 

and columns add to the square's constant sum 369—a magic number comprised of multiples of 

three that in casting out nines, reduces to nine. 

 

 
 
figure 81.  Hindu “continuous method.” 

 As previously mentioned, in contrast to the Islamic square which is constructed from 

right to left, typically the Indian square is constructed left to right.  Another significant difference 

is that while the center was important to the Chinese as a fulcrum in the balancing of yin and 
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yang numbers and in the Islamic world the center's significance was as an origin, India placed 

value on origination at the edge.  Whereas Centrality was important to the Chinese magic square 

and Renewal to the Islamic, the Indian magic square represented life as a process of "Endless 

Becoming:"  the numbering begins at the edge, disappears and resumes again by re-entering at 

the opposite side.  In contrast to the Islamic continuous method, the continuous Hindu method 

emphasizes continuity by appearing, disappearing and reappearing—much in keeping with the 

concept of reincarnation.  Secondly, the odd Hindu magic square is anthropomorphic:  with the 

number one located at the head, or top of the square, the middle number in the belly at the center, 

and the final number (n2) at the feet.  A third emphasis of the Indian magic square is placed on 

the notion of weaving—in following the sequence of the numbers beginning with the number 

one, each pair switches back so that the magic path becomes a weaving or tapestry.572

 There is one technique of making magic squares that is characteristically Indian:  it 

combines aspects of both the Hindu continuous method and the "weaving" path.  Although first 

published in the Ganita-kaumundī, this technique would have been developed after the discovery 

of the zero in India, and some time in between the late ninth century and the invention of the 

Hindu continuous method around 1100 AD.  Prior to this book, the topic of magic squares 

formed part of an esoteric religious tradition that was customarily passed down from teacher to 

disciple without having been written down.  This method especially would have been kept within 

esoteric Hindu circles, if not tantric practices. In the Ganita-kaumundī, Nārāyana lists the names 

of gurus who lived during the previous two centuries who may have been familiar with the 

construction of magic squares. 

 
572 Schuyler Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part II" History of Religions 8/4 (May 1969), 272-277.  In 
this article, Cammann identifies the religious and philosophical qualities of reincarnation and weaving as being 
specific to the Indian squares; however, he did not recognize the inherent anthropomorphism in the squares. 
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 This Hindu technique was directly related to creation; however, in a much different sense 

than either the Chinese or Islamic.  Whereas the Tao creates passively through the unity achieved 

by the balance of opposites and Sūfīism emphasizes the act of creation as a process of renewal 

that begins at unity and returns there, Hinduism regards creativity as the active union of two 

opposites—which reasonably describes the making of these types of magic squares. 

 Nārāyana describes the making of two complementary auxiliary squares in the following 

manner:  the dominant, or heavier, square contains the larger multiples, is the root square, and is 

referred to as "the coverer;" the more delicate square contains the lesser sequences, is the 

primary square, and is called "the covered."  In making this magic square, "the coverer" located 

to the right is folded back over "the covered"—the digits are added together to form the final 

magic square.  Nārāyana's name for this process is samputa, which refers to sexual intercourse, 

and is equivalent to the mathematical expression of mithuna, the sexual union of a deity with his 

consort.  The procedure is relatively simple and produces magic squares that are woven 

together.573

 There were two main methods of making these woven-tapestry magic squares:  one 

results in the odd numbers being gathered together within the center and has a magic path that 

weaves through its numbers back and forth stitching the square together; the other produces a 

square that is most probably the origin of the Islamic knight's-move square.  Both of these 

methods are a weaving together of patterns based on the Hindu continuous method—pattern A 

spirals continuously vertically and diagonally and pattern B is continuous vertically using the 

"break move."  This system based on the marriage of two squares can be used to make 

anthropomorphic odd-numbered squares:  with one at the head, the middle number at the belly, 

 
573 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part II," 286. 
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the final number at the feet, and with corners that sum to equal n2 + 1 and rows, columns, and 

diagonals all producing a constant magic sum.574

 

 
 
Figure 82.  Hindu continuous method, pattern A. 

 The "covered" square of pattern A (figure 82) is made by the axial crossing of the first 

primary numbers of the base square in sequence beginning at the top and from the left.  The rest 

of the square is filled in with the same primary numbers using a drop move and the resulting 

square has like primary numbers placed diagonally.  The movement through the square is like 

going around a horizontal cylinder.  The "coverer" square is filled in similarly with another set of 

numbers:  the "root numbers," which beginning with zero are sequential multiples of the base 

number of the square to its maximum root number, move from left to right diagonally upwards 

with the median root number centered on the diagonal.  It is important to note that this process 

would be unique to India, because the root square includes nothing, or zero, as one of the root 

numbers.  The right-hand square is folded over the left as in closing a book, the diagonal lines 

intersect like the crossing of threads and produce a symbolic interweaving of numbers, which 

when added together produce the final numbers of the magic square. 

 
574 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part II," 278-285. 
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Figure 83.  Hindu continuous method, pattern B. 

 Pattern B produces an extended-move "knight's-move" magic square (figure 83).  This 

type of magic square was popular with Indian Muslims, for the Islamic religious reasons 

discussed previously.  In the "covered" square of pattern B, the primary numbers begin at the 

lower left-hand corner and move diagonally upwards, and then the rest of the cells are filled in 

sequentially vertically.  The "coverer" square is constructed similarly using the root numbers.  

Although the Hindus were aware of this type of marriage of two squares, and both methods 

produce squares with similar magical properties, they much preferred pattern A.  Through the 

weaving together of root and primary numbers, both construction methods produce a woven 

tapestry that can represent a harmonious Universe; however, pattern A begins with an act of 

crossing and results in a magic square with odd numbers grouped in the center of the square, 

whereas the grouping of odd numbers created from pattern B is less cohesive in this respect.  We 

will discover that pattern A’s anthropomorphic grouping in the belly of the square is significant 

in relationship to the way the Indians ordered their built environment here on earth. 

 The techniques used to construct Indian even-numbered squares share some aspects in 

common with the Islamic even magic squares.  Aside from the square of four, since even-

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Appendix I:  Iconological Origins of Magic Squares 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture Eastern Influences on  
 European Magic Squares  
Eugenia Victoria Ellis   page 286 
 
 

                                                     

numbered squares lack a center, the even-numbered squares are not as significant for 

philosophical reasons to the study of Indian magic squares as are the odd-numbered squares. 

Eastern Influences on European Magic Squares 

 On the surface, magic squares appear to be merely mathematical puzzles; however, there 

are marked cultural differences that become apparent when each country's emphasis in making 

these squares is taken into consideration.  Chinese, Islamic and Indian magic squares were 

perceived by their makers to be universes in miniature symbolically related to their mathematical 

properties:  Chinese magic squares were based on the notion of the balance of opposing forces, 

the yin and the yang, and the concept of Centrality in relationship to the surrounding eight 

"Halls" or directions of space; continuity in the endless flux and change of creation, and the 

concept of Renewal through contact with a divine source at the center were integral to Islamic 

magic squares; and while continuity as an Endless Becoming was important to Indian magic 

squares, they were created through the active union of two aspects of number, primary and root 

numbers, which through their mathematical intercourse represented the universe as a woven 

tapestry.  There is some confusion, however, as to when and where some of the construction 

methods were actually invented because of the overlapping of techniques between India and the 

Islamic world due to their mutual interborrowings.  For this reason, it is difficult to view either 

the Muslim squares or the Hindu ones totally in isolation, because one tradition cannot be fully 

understood without the other.575

 The use of the magic square as a mystical device to communicate with the cosmos was 

eventually transformed into a tool to be used to gain control over one's environment.  In China, 

 
575 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part II," 290. 
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the Lo Shu was fundamental to the development of feng shui, the Chinese method for divining 

the constructed world.  Additionally, the numerical properties of magic squares were related to 

other methods of calculating mathematical changes, such as the I Ching, that the Chinese used to 

understand general principles involved in the operation of the world.  By the tenth century in 

China, the mathematical principles of the magic square were no longer understood and the origin 

of Chinese magic squares, the Lo Shu, had become merely a riddle and a lucky charm. 

 In India, the methods for constructing magic squares were directly related to their 

philosophies of creation through the act of weaving and the emphasis on the center in 

relationship to the square, the body and the making of space.  There is an anthropomorphic 

relationship between Indian magic squares and the making of the constructed world through 

Vāstu Śāstra, the Indian method used to lay out buildings based on the vāstu purusha mandala 

(figure 10), which is a magic square representing the Hindu cosmic person.  Indian squares 

themselves have a direct iconographic relationship to their sacred and secular buildings in 

plan,576 the iconology of which has to do with creation and the creative act located at the 

building's axis mundi and center.  Origins in India begin with the navel and the center, and not 

with the number one.  India has had a tradition of keeping certain practices within esoteric circles 

that were passed down from teacher to disciple throughout the ages without being written down.  

Magic squares may have been one of those practices that through time transformed and became 

absorbed into an esoteric tradition, such as Vāstu Śāstra, the numerical square itself disappearing 

as a symbol.  

 Later developments of the Islamic magic squares resulted in their transformation into 

talismans or tools of magic by being conflated with their god and by being associated with 

 
576 Frederick W. Bunce, The Iconography of Architectural Plans (New Dehli:  D. K. Printworld (P) Ltd., 2002). 
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astrology.  The exact dates of this transformation are uncertain; however, clues can be found in 

modern documents such as the Quanoon-e-Islam of 1832.  This document "relating to an 

important and interesting class of British subjects" is a translation by G. A. Herklots of a work 

written by Jaffur Shurreef that was published under the patronage of the United East-India 

Company.  The author's intent was to give a detailed account of the customs of the indigenous 

people in the southern part of India who, although native to India, followed the teachings of the 

"Arabian Prophet Mohummud."577  This reasonably "modern" document will be considered as 

evidence of the conflation of Indian, Islamic and Hebrew influences and will be used as a tool to 

develop an understanding of some of the occult properties of magic squares that may have been 

transferred to Europe during the Middle Ages.   

 As previously discussed, Islamic magic squares were depicted using the abjad system of 

Arabic letters with numerical values and not with the "Arabic" numerals that are used today in 

the West to represent numbers.  One favorite way to make a talisman began with the magic 

square of four by placing in the top row one of the four-letter Muslim names for God, of which 

they had at least ninety-nine.  These letters were written as abjad letter-numerals, and the rest of 

the square was filled out by using regular numbers to complete the required sums.578  This 

Islamic science of calculating with letters was a secret science known only to "the authorities in 

divine learning."579   

 
577 Jaffur Shurreef, Qanoon-E-Islam or the Customs of the Mussalmans of India, trans. by G. A. Hercklots (London:  
1832; reprinted Lahore, India:  1973), title page and translator's preface. 
578 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part I," 204. 
579 Tewfig Canaan, "Arabic Magic Bowls," Journal of the Israel Oriental Society XVI (1936), 89 (79-127). 
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figure 84.  Islamic abjad alphabet with associated numbers. 
 

 
 
 
figure 85.  Hebrew alphabet with associated numbers. 

 In the Quanoon-e-Islam the letters of the abjad system can be seen arranged numerically 

in an archaic sequence (figure 84), written from right to left, phonetically corresponding to and 

following the order of the Hebrew alphabet (figure 85) from one to 400, where they diverge.  

Each abjad letter can be seen associated with one of the four elements of nature and its three 

associated zodiacal signs, and one of the seven planets with their influences and the perfume that 

is to be burnt during occult practices.580  These abjad letter-numerals are used to determine the 

numerical value of the ninety-nine names of god and verses of the Qur'ān, to calculate 

astrological relationships based on isms (attributes or names of individuals), and are used in the 

science of tukseer (numbers), which comprises the art of constructing taweez (amulets) and 

puleeta (charms). 

 
580 As found in Shurreef, Qanoon-E-Islam, 204.  Among many things, this book illustrates amulets and charms based 
on magic squares of three and four to be used for "casting out devils," "captivating hearts," and "causing enmity and 
death." 
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 The Quanoon-e-Islam describes the construction 

of the magic square from the three- to the "ten-house 

square" to be used as amulets.  The "base" magic square 

is given:  for example, the square of three is in the Lo 

Shu position; the square of four is "Plato's square;" the 

square of five is an ordinary Islamic pandiagonal; and 

the square of ten is an Islamic bordered square.  Four 

different versions of the squares of three and four are 

shown:  one for each of the four elements of nature.  The 

construction of a taweez square is complicated:  it begins 

with a numerical value for a verse or an ism, then deducting from this number the square's 

constant sum, dividing the remainder by the square's base number, and then filling up the square 

in sequence by adding the final number to certain numbers in specific "houses" of the original 

square.  The resulting square will retain its original magical properties.  Another method that was 

used simply augmented the base magic square with a fixed, auspicious number (figure 86).  

Magic square amulets and charms were to be used for establishing friendships, preventing 

dreaming, casting out devils, etc.  These magic squares work by being ingested or inhaled in a 

variety of ways, worn about the neck as a talisman, or engraved on a ring and worn on the 

finger.581   

 
 
figure 86.  Islamic magic figure made using an 
augmented magic square of three from 
Quanoon-e-Islam. 

 
581 Shurreef, Qanoon-E-Islam, 231-239. 
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 In the act of casting out evil spirits, magic circles, squares and 

figures are sketched on the ground and then the demoniac person is 

seated in the center while an incantation is read.582  Circles have 

always played an important role in Arabic magic.  The encircling of a 

person in danger is used as protection from evil spirits and wild 

animals.  This can be done either verbally through phrases such as "I 

encircle you by God" or "I encircle you by the Qur'ān and what it contains," often accompanied 

by circular gestures of the hand, or physically by drawing a magic circle on the ground (figure 

87) while uttering powerful verses and magic formulae in preparation for the endangered 

person's occupancy of the protected circle's center.583

 
 
figure 87.  Magic circle  
from Quanoon-e-Islam. 

 The Arabic word for talisman is talsam.  In casting out evil, the talsam brings good 

fortune.  The first letters of certain names of God when written with abjad letter-numerals may 

take the place of the word itself.  Or, the letter-numerals themselves may stand for their spiritual 

value.  This is true of the badūh seal, which was supposedly revealed by God to Al-Ghazâlî, who 

made a special study of it and claimed it to contain the highest name of God.  It is believed by 

some Muslims to have been engraved by God on the seal stone of Adam's ring.  The badūh seal 

is the Lo Shu magic square of three written using the first nine abjad numbers (figure 88a), 

which is the form that was first published by Jābir ibn Hayyān in 900 AD.  According to El-

Bûnî, it is the seal of the archangel Uzrā'īl, each of the four archangels supposedly having their 

own seal.  It additionally represents the planet Saturn, which is spelled zuhal in abjad letter-

numerals that when summed equal 45 (z = 7 + h = 8 + l = 30), the magic sum of all the numbers 

 
582 Shurreef, Qanoon-E-Islam, 218. 
583 Tewfig Canaan, "Arabic Magic Bowls," 108. 
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in the square.584  The badūh seal itself was the entire magic square of three.  In later European 

occult circles this square's magic path became known as "the seal of Saturn." 

 
 

figure 88.  Magic square of three in Lo Shu position written using:   
a. abjad letter-numerals, b.  modern Arabic (eastern), c. Hebrew. 

 In the Islamic world, the pragmatic application of the magic square's use for spells and 

protection gradually took precedence over its mystical and philosophical value, so that the magic 

square finally degenerated into being merely a magic charm or talisman.  This seems to be the 

aspect of the magic squares that Europe inherited from the East during the Middle Ages.  The 

exact origin of this transference has not yet been identified; however, it has been generally 

accepted that magic squares were transmitted to Europe via the Islamic world.  These magic 

squares, however, were derivative and were disassociated from the religious and philosophical 

aspects of their inherent mathematical properties.  Magic squares were seen solely for their 

magic or astrological properties and were gradually absorbed into the standard paraphernalia of 

the Renaissance magician.585  It is important to remember that numbers as we know them today 

did not exist at this time in the West—numbers in the East were represented by letters of the 

alphabet and what we recognize today as "roman numerals" were used in the West.  This, 

together with the substitution of abjad letters for numbers to spell one of the names for God, 

 
584 Tewfig Canaan, "Arabic Magic Bowls," 90-92. 
585 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part I," 207-208. 
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made it possible to conflate numeric magic squares with acrostic magic squares and to substitute 

words for numbers using Islamic, Hebrew or Latin alphabets. 

 It may have been scholars in the Jewish communities of Spain, southern Italy and other 

Mediterranean lands that had commercial contacts in the Middle East and India, who were the 

intermediaries through whom magic squares were brought to Europe.  The earliest numerical 

magic square found in Europe was the magic square of three, discussed in the early twelfth 

century by Abraham ibn Ezra of Toledo.  It was written with Hebrew letter-numerals in a style 

that became popular with the later Cabalists (figure 88c).  The square's constant numerical sum 

of 15 would have been written in Hebrew letters with יה or yōd and hē from right to left, the 

shortened form of the Tetragrammaton YHWH, the Divine name.  The actual Hebrew letters 

would not have been written to avoid profaning the Divine Name, but the number's true meaning 

would be a secret understanding, making the square itself a symbol for God.  This method of 

interpreting letter-numeral squares may have been influential in the development of gematria, a 

cabalistic method of interpreting the Hebrew scriptures by interchanging words whose letters 

have the same numerical value when added.586

 The earliest known European set of magic squares is found in a fifteenth-century Latin 

manuscript that is bound together with a fifteenth-century manuscript copy of Picatrix, presently 

located in the Jagiellonian Library in Cracow, Poland.  Picatrix itself was supposedly translated 

from Arabic sources in thirteenth-century Spain by Jewish and Christian scholars at the court of 

Alfonso the Wise and is considered to be the source of the Islamic astrological and cosmological 

lore that helped to build the tradition of the Cabala.  The Cracow set contains squares that can be 

 
586 Bragdon was aware of the equivalencies between letters and numbers in ancient alphabets.  There is evidence of 
his inquiry into this mode of thought in his early notebooks.  In 1921 he wrote, “The letters of the Hebrew alphabet 
had each its numerical equibalent, and spelled meanings to the initiated far more profound than those of the text of 
sacred scriptures…” as found in Claude Bragdon, “Art and Mathematics,” The Messenger (October 1921):  115-116. 
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identified as both Hindu and Islamic, and also squares that are garbled, which indicates that the 

manuscript's scribe did not understand the content of what was being copied.  This Cracow set is 

notable because it is the earliest known instance in Europe of magic squares dedicated to the 

Seven Planets.  An even more garbled version of the Cracow set reappears in a manuscript 

ascribed to Paracelsus; however, this may not have been in his own writing. 

 A far more sophisticated set of planetary squares, 

represented side-by-side by both Arabic numerals and 

Hebrew letter-numerals in separate squares, was published 

by Paracelsus' contemporary, Cornelius Agrippa von 

Nettesheim, in his De occulta philosophia of 1531.  The 

squares' construction appears to be of direct Islamic origin:  

opposing pairs of numbers about the crossing sum to equal 

the magic number of the square (n2 + 1) and the square 

seems to have been started by filling in the diagonals in 

sequence from the upper right-hand corner toward the left (figure 89).  Included on the same 

page of these pairs of squares is the planetary seal and two signs:  one representing the planet's 

angelic intelligence and the other its demon for evil.  Upon closer examination of the square of 

six, or “seal of the Sun,” the Arabic numeral for 15 can be seen written as יה in Hebrew.  This 

clue distinguishes this magic square as being pseudo-Jewish, because a true Hebrew talisman 

would avoid profaning the Divine Name, and would write 15 as טו, or nine plus six.  Agrippa 

most probably learned of these magic squares and sigils during his residence in Italy (1511-18) 

where he had contact with Cabalistic circles, because they did not appear in the earlier 

manuscript copies of his book from 1510.  This second collection of magic squares most 

 
 
figure 89.  Table of the Sun, Agrippa von 
Nettesheim, De occulta philosophia, 1531. 
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probably came from Islamic Spain to Italy by Jewish or Marrno refugees who were forced to 

leave Spain after the Expulsion of 1492. 

 Due to the superstitious use of magic squares during the Renaissance and the discovery 

that their use did not affect miraculous wonders, together with an increasingly "rational" Western 

worldview, magic squares lost their symbolic value and began to be viewed merely as problems 

in the mathematical arrangement of numbers.  According to Cammann, this new approach 

actually began as early as the sixteenth-century in Germany.587   

 By the seventeenth-century, the magic 

square of three with Arabic numerals in the Lo 

Shu arrangement can be seen depicted in the 

frontispiece to Athanasius Kircher's book 

Arithmologia of 1665 (figure 90).  In this 

illustration an angel presents to the viewer the 

square of three representing number, the third of a 

triad that includes measure and weight, the three 

mathematical properties that organized Kircher's 

world.588  Kircher identifies the square of three as 

"the seal of Saturn" and discusses several other 

numeric magic squares.  Kircher also includes 

many Latin palindromes (from a Greek word 

meaning running back again), some of which are 

 
figure 90.  Athanasius Kircher, frontispiece to 
Arithmologia, 1665.  Note the angel on the right as a 
symbol of number with the magic square of three. 

 
587 Cammann, "Islamic and Indian Magic Squares, Part II," 291-299. 
588 Joscelyn Godwin, Athanasius Kircher (London:  Thames and Hudson, 1979), 82. 
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quite elaborate.589  A palindrome is a succession of letters that form the same word or words 

whether read from left to right or from right to left, for example, "Madam, I'm Adam."  Similar 

to a palindrome, an acrostic is one word that reads the same forwards and backwards.  

Notwithstanding the language differences, a magic square comprised of acrostic words would 

read similar to a palindrome and would eliminate the differences in "writing" methods between 

the Chinese, Islamic, Hebrew and Indian.  This type of word square would "sum" in all 

directions, so to speak, like the numeric magic square.  In Arithmologia as a talisman, Kircher 

published a word square of this type, known as the SATOR-ROTAS square, within the middle of 

a six-pointed star.590

 Over the next two hundred years, the ancient Islamic and Hindu methods of making 

magic squares continued to be "discovered" by various Europeans, who augmented the existing 

squares with new inventions of their own.  By the 18th-century in exoteric circles, magic squares 

had finally become mere mathematical recreations, but continued to be of interest to a great 

many people, including Benjamin Franklin who invented a few new squares of his own.  In 

esoteric European circles, however, Agrippa's seven planetary squares and Kircher's SATOR-

ROTAS square, among others, continued to circulate in hidden and occult manuscripts. 

The SATOR-ROTAS Magic Square:  Time and Creation 

One of these manuscripts was The Key of Solomon the King translated by S. Liddell MacGregor 

Mathers.  Mathers culled this work from seven manuscript versions in the British Museum 

Library of magical works attributed to King Solomon.  These manuscripts were translations from 

the original Hebrew into Latin, French and Italian that date from the end of the sixteenth century, 
 

589 Thomas Rogers Forbes, The Midwife and the Witch (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1966), 84-85. 
590 W. F. Ryan, "Solomon, SATOR, Acrostics, and Leo the Wise in Russia," Oxford Slavonic Papers XIX (1986), 53-
54 (46-61). 
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the middle of the seventeenth century, and later dates.  The Key of 

Solomon was published in 1889 and, according to the foreward591 

to the book, it is a crucial text of Western ritual magic.  Mathers 

was a member of the Golden Dawn, a hermetic order in 

nineteenth century England.  The first publication of The Key of 

Solomon was in a small edition of 500 copies, and distributed 

mainly among members of the Golden Dawn.  Approximately a 

decade later Mathers issued another translation of a magical 

Hebrew manuscript entitled The Book of Sacred Magic of Abra-

Melin the Mage:  as delivered by Abraham the Jew unto his son 

Lamech, A.D. 1458.  The manuscript Mathers worked from was a 

French translation from the original Hebrew located in the 

Bibliothèque de l'Arsenal that he dates to the end of the 

seventeenth century because of its style of script.  These two 

occult publications are significant because of their 

Islamic/Hebraic origins, magical word squares and rituals of 

squaring the circle. 

 
 
figure 91.   
First Pentacle of Saturn. 
 
 

 
 
figure 92.   
Second Pentacle of Saturn 

 Mathers lends these books a magical credibility by mentioning them in context with the 

Arabian Nights.  According to Mathers, King Solomon's magical skill is frequently mentioned in 

the Arabian Nights and the third book of Sacred Magic of Abra-Melin the Mage describes ways 

in which similar magical effects can be produced as to those found within the stories of the 

thousand-and-one nights.  Both books' Islamic origins are obvious, especially in the descriptions 
 

591 R. A. Gilbert, The Key of Solomon the King (Clavicula Salomonis), translated by S. Liddell MacGregor Mathers 
(York Beach, Maine:  Samuel Weiser, Inc. 2000). 
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of the ritualistic systems of "angelic evocation."  The Mathers presentation primarily differs from 

the basic procedures of the Islamic rituals described in the Quanoon-e-Islam in that he takes 

great pains to discuss magic in a positive light by presenting the work in terms of "white" magic 

and the calling forth of angels, in lieu of "black" magic and the exorcising of demons. 

 Both The Key and the Book of Sacred Magic have magic word squares.  These Hebrew 

word squares are incorporated as part of the "First and Second Pentacles of Saturn" in The Key 

and comprise the entire third book of Sacred Magic as magical symbols.  In Sacred Magic the 

"Names arranged in the Squares represent generally the effect to be produced" or "appellations of 

the result to which the Square is to be applied,"592 which according to Mathers were the basis for 

the spells that were used by the protagonists in the Arabian Nights to produce fantastic results.  

These squares have similarities to the Islamic abjad squares, notwithstanding the differences in 

intent between exorcising demons and calling forth angels.   

 In The Key a pentacle is defined as a seal or talisman made of the metal most suitable for 

the planet with which it is associated.  Although not identified with the magic squares of the 

seven planetary seals, the seven pentacles are listed in the same order:  Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the 

Sun, Venus, Mercury, and the Moon.  These pentacles contain the Most Holy Names of God, the 

"key" of which was revealed to Solomon by an angel.  The First Pentacle of Saturn (figure 91) is 

not a magic acrostic:  four-letter names of gods and angels are read from right to left in four 

horizontal rows, the first of which is the Divine Name, which in being written out clearly 

identifies the square as not having Jewish origins.  However, similar to the Islamic magic square 

talismans, this square spells four-lettered names of gods.  It is identified with the planet Saturn 

perhaps because, like the square of three which in number spells the Divine Name, it literally 
 

592 For example, "to know all manner of things Past and Future," "to cause any Spirit to appear," "to transform 
Animals into Men, and Men into Animals," and "to find and take possession of all kinds of Treasures." 
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spells YHWH.  Of interest here, is the Second Pentacle of Saturn (figure 92) which contains the 

SATOR-ROTAS square written in Hebrew. 

 The SATOR-ROTAS square has been discovered in remote 

and ancient Britain dating from the Roman Empire 280 AD, it was 

found in Egypt dating from the fourth or fifth century, in the ninth 

century it was used in cave painting in Cappadocia, and the earliest 

known example was found written in Latin on the wall of the 

Palestra at Pompeii dating from 79 AD (figure 93).  The Palestra 

square was written in Latin and would be read from left to right.  

For this reason, it is most often referred to as the ROTAS-SATOR 

square.  A significant body of work has been written on the origins 

of this square with no definitive conclusions having been reached 

regarding the correct reading of the order of the words.593  Although the original order of the 

square is not known, most probably the directional change occurred due to the square being 

translated by those unfamiliar with the change in direction between the Hebrew and Latin writing 

systems. 

 
 
figure 93.  ROTAS-SATOR square, 
Palestra, Pompeii, 79 AD. 

 The origins of the SATOR-ROTAS square have not been definitively determined; 

however, notwithstanding the differences in “writing” methods between Latin and Hebrew, both 

squares would have been read in their respective languages as ROTAS-SATOR.  It seems that, 

 
593 The only book-length study is Walter O.  Moeller, The Mithraic Origin and Meanings of the Rotas-Sator Square 
(Leiden:  E. J. Brill, 1973).  For other references and articles, see:  W. F. Ryan, "Solomon, SATOR, Acrostics and Leo 
the Wise in Russia," Oxford Slavonic Papers XIX (1986), 46-61; Duncan Fishwick, "On the Origin of the Rotas-Sator 
Square," Harvard Theological Review 57/1 (January 1964), 39-53; Donald Atkinson, "The Origin and Date of the 
'Sator' Word-Square," Journal of Ecclesiastical History 2 (1951), 1-18; Donald Atkinson, "The Sator Formula and the 
Beginnings of Christianity," Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 22/2 (October 1938), 418-434; and Hugh Last, "The 
Rotas-Sator Square:  present position and future prospects,"  The Journal of Theological Studies III/1 (April 1952), 
92-97. 
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then, the square’s reading as SATOR-ROTAS could be attributed to the Christina Cabalistic use 

of the Hebrew square and translating the letters cell by cell into Latin without considering that 

Hebrew is read from right to left. 

 Although the first known of these squares was written in Latin, there are aspects to this 

magical square that seem to relate it to the cabalistic practice of gematria.  In brief, gematria is a 

magical system that relates words to numbers, the same number to different words of equal 

summations, and rearranges the letters of words by way of anagram to produce new words using 

permutation, which in itself is a mathematical process.  If the SATOR-ROTAS square is 

regarded in this respect, then its similarities to magic squares that conflate word and number 

become more apparent.  The origins of this square may or may not have been in first century AD 

Italy; however, regardless of its origins, and because of the inherent properties of this 

palindromic acrostic, it is easy to understand why it may have been appropriated by later 

cabalists. 

 There has been a vast amount of literature written on the SATOR-ROTAS square and its 

message.  One popular translation is:  SATOR = savior, AREPO = plough, TENET = rules, 

OPERA = the works of man, and ROTAS = creation.  Legend has it that this magic square has a 

powerful form of magic and that it has always been used for protection.594  According to 

Athanasius Kircher, the words have no meaning at all.595  The interior word is a palindrome that 

crosses itself and the perimeter of the square is an endless palindrome.  It is a palindrome of 

words, which like squares of numbers, sum to form a whole.  Through the circular reading of the 

words around its perimeter, the same in either direction, it can be interpreted to mean that the 

magic of this square has to do with eternal divine creation.  Similar to the way that gematria 
 

594 Walter O. Moeller, The Mithraic Origin and Meanings of the ROTAS-SATOR Square. 
595 Thomas Rogers Forbes, The Midwife and the Witch, 91. 
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Figure 94.  Ancient Roman templum. 

allows for the occult reading of words through number, the SATOR-ROTAS square is a 

palindromic acrostic that has a hidden geometry relating to the constructed world.  This magic 

word-square could be represented equally well by the image of a circle superimposed upon a 

cross:  an image that at once is a symbol, a sigil, and an act of protection.  It is possible that this 

magic square became a favorite among ancient Romans because the magic path of its words 

suggested a significant act of construction:  the encircled crossing or templum, the first mark 

made to inaugurate a temple (figure 94). 

 Central to The Key and the Sacred Magic of Abra-

Melin the Mage is the act of encircling, which was also 

similarly described in the Quanoon-e-Islam.  In short, prior 

to the actual construction of the circle, the disciple must 

become clean in mind and body through prayer, ablution 

and fasting over a period of several days.  The center is marked by a stake or sickle to which a 

cord is attached and the circumference of the circle is sketched on the ground with a knife blade 

at the end of the cord.  The intercardinal directions are marked and the crossing creates four 

regions within the circle:  the east, west, north and south.  Another circle is inscribed beyond the 

first, into which are written pentagrams with symbols and the names of the creator, which in turn 

protect the enclosure.  At the perimeter of these circles a square is circumscribed, "square" with 

the cardinal directions.  Beyond the first square is another square positioned such that the angles 

of the first square touch the centers of the sides of the second, so that the angles of the latter 

stretch toward the four corners of the universe.  Each of these four corners becomes the center 

for another drawn circle, within which perfume is to be burnt.  Through this act of encircling, the 
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disciple seated at its origin is protected within and oriented to the earth below and the universe 

above by becoming square with the world. 

 The construction of magic squares, the making of talismans and the process of encircling 

are geomantic magical procedures characteristically used throughout history and across cultures 

to bring cosmic harmony to the physical world.  These methods were simply tools used by 

humans to project the divine onto the earthly as a way of “protecting” or bringing order to the 

built world.  The difficulty is in determining origins for these various sigils that are mathematical 

(re)creations, words and magical devices all in one.  Two documents have been used as evidence 

and have been cross-referenced to discover clues as to possible procedures used in the derivation 

of the sigils for each planet’s seal.  These two documents are inconsistent with each other, and 

yet together they provide insights into the possible formation of these planetary seals that 

conflate word and number.   

 Located in Sir E. A. Wallis Budge's Amulets and Magic,596 published around 1930, is a 

table of “The Kabbalistic Symbols of the Astrological Planets and Their Spirits and Demons and 

Positions in the Zodiac” (figure 95).  This is a table Budge put together based upon the work of 

Dr. E. Papus (pseudonym Gérard Encausse) as found in his Traité de Magie pratique, Paris.  The 

sigils for the Sun in this table are rotated but similar to those presented by Agrippa in his De 

occulta philosophia (figure 89), which are more carefully drawn; however, the sigils for Saturn, 

Jupiter and Mars do not correspond with another work, A Treatise on Angel Magic.597  Angel 

Magic is a recent publication of “The Treatises of Dr. Rudd” copies of which were made by 

Peter Smart in the period 1699-1714 and are in manuscript form located in the British Library.  

 
596 Sir E. A. Wallis Budge, Amulets and Magic.  (London:  Kegan and Paul, 2001). 
597 Adam McLean, editor, A Treatise on Angel Magic:  Being a complete transcription of Ms. Harley 6482 in the British 
Library (Grand Rapids, MI:  Phanes Press, 1990). 
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Included in this book are the “Little Tables of the Planets,” which 

show the planetary squares using both Hebrew letters and Arabic 

numerals, the Divine Names “answering to the numbers” of the 

planet, the planetary seal, and the sigils for its angelic intelligence 

and demon spirit.  Additionally, the text describes the material from 

which the planet’s talisman should be made. 

 These “Little Tables of the Planets” visually demonstrate 

basic principles of gematria and the relationships between numbers, 

letters and the names for God that have been previously discussed, 

as well as provide opportunities to discover possible origins of the 

planetary seals.  The magic squares in these tables were probably 

not derived from Jewish origins, because although the fifteen in the square of four is 

conscientiously written as טו, or nine plus six, the remaining squares show fifteen as יה, or YH, 

ten plus five.  Additionally, the Arabic numerals are correct, which can be verified by their 

sequence and sums; however, in many cases the Hebrew letters are incorrect, most probably due 

to a scribe unfamiliar with Hebrew.598  These planetary squares are the first magic squares from 

three to nine and are readily identifiable as basic Islamic magic squares:  opposing numbers 

along the crossing sum to the magic number of the square (n2 + 1) and, for odd-numbered 

squares, the middle number is in the center flanked by the first number of the square below and 

the last number above.    

 
 
figure 95.  Sir E.A. Wallis Budge, 
“The Kabbalistic Symbols of the 
Astrological Planets and their Spirits 
and Demons and Positions in the 
Zodiac,” Amulets and Magic, 1930. 

 
598 Eugene Ferguson discusses the errors that have occurred in hand-scripting by copyists who lacked sufficient 
knowledge of their subject to make judicious decisions regarding the works they were copying in “Appendix: The 
Hazards of Copying Technical Drawings,” Engineering and the Mind’s Eye (Cambridge, MA:  The MIT Press, 1992), 
107-113. 
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figure 96.  Table of Saturn, 17th century, A 
Treatise on Angel Magic. 

 In looking at the Table of Saturn (figure 96), 

the planetary seal or “intelligence of Saturn” can be 

seen to be the magic path of the original Chinese 

magic square of three in the Lo Shu position.  This 

diagram has become commonly known as the “seal 

of Saturn.”  The diagonal progression of the 

numbers four, five, and six is emphasized by 

breaking this line free from the magic path, and 

intersecting it by lines for the progression of the 

numbers one, two and three, and seven, eight, and nine, which balance to either side of the 

diagonal.  This is considered to be the correct seal in this investigation because the magic path 

connects all the numbers in the square and, therefore, could be used to represent the whole.  The 

diagonal emphasizes the number fifteen, the three central numbers of the sequence, which sum to 

equal the abbreviated form of the Divine Name.  The sigils for its “angelic intelligence” and 

“demon spirit” seem to represent magic paths connecting certain significant numbers:  the more 

important numbers are punctuated by being encircled or drawn with a circle.  For example, the 

sigil for Saturn's “angelic intelligence” appears to be the beginning (number one) and the end 

(number nine), which are connected by going through the middle numbers. 

 The table of Jupiter (figure 8) is represented by the “first Persian square of four.”  The 

crossing of the "seal of Jupiter" is emphasized by an “x,” whose opposing numbers sum to the 

magic number around which the remaining opposing numbers rotate in a circle; the whole of 

which as a seal represents the planet Jupiter.  This sigil could also be regarded as the encircling 

of the intercardinal directions.  The “seal of the Sun” (figure 97) is constructed by the crossing of 

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Appendix I:  Iconological Origins of Magic Squares 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture The Sator-Rotas Square:  
 Time and Creation  
Eugenia Victoria Ellis   page 305 
 
 
opposing numbers together with the remaining numbers being connected, which together 

complete the whole magic square of six and represent the planetary seal.  All of the seals in 

Angel Magic have the intercardinal directions emphasized by a crossing with encircled ends; the 

odd-numbered squares have their centers identified with an additional circle.   

 Budge's symbols for the planets Saturn, Jupiter and 

Mars do not coincide with the seals presented in Angel 

Magic.  However, Angel Magic's seals are considered to be 

more accurate than Budge's symbols, because the principles 

of their construction are consistent with each other.  For 

example, in looking at Budge's symbols (figure 95) it 

becomes apparent that the seal of the Sun in Budge's table is 

inconsistent with what he identifies as the seals of Saturn, 

Jupiter, and Mars, and is more consistent with what is 

shown to be these planet's demons.  Budge's demon for 

Saturn resembles the seal of Saturn from Angel Magic when 

rotated and his demon for Jupiter is Angel Magic's seal of Jupiter.  On the other hand, Budge's 

symbol for the Sun although slightly different more resembles the seal found in Angel Magic 

(figure 97).  However, both of these sigils of the Sun differ from Agrippa's (figure 89) in that 

although the crossing in all three is emphasized by an “x” with encircled ends, Agrippa shows us 

the remaining numbers connected in four separate groups.  Except for the seal of Saturn, which 

appears to have origins in the Lo Shu's magic path, consistent to all the planetary seals is an 

emphasis on the crossing of the intercardinal directions and the center for odd-numbered squares.

 
figure 97.  Table of the Sun, 17th century, A 
Treatise on Angel Magic. 
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 The talisman itself is the product of the magical procedure.  Represented on the talisman 

could be the magic square itself, in itself a symbol, for instance the badūh seal, which in its 

entirety represents a Muslim God.  The magic path of the magic square might be represented as a 

sigil, for example, the "seal of Saturn" of the square of three.  Additionally, various other magic 

paths or significant relationships among the numbers of a magic square might become the basis 

for the construction of a sigil.  Or, the lines denoting the constant sum of the magic square and its 

remaining numbers might make a sign to be used as a talisman, for example, the "seal of Jupiter" 

from the square of four or the "seal of the Sun" from the square of six.  The talisman was worn 

about the neck, ingested and/or inhaled to protect the individual.  These talismanic aspects of 

magic squares seem to have survived well into 20th century Europe among many different groups 

of people, 599 the talisman itself having become disassociated from its numeric origins.  The 

construction of the talisman and its active use for protection of the individual were means used to 

ensure one's well-being and to bring good fortune to one's immediate environment.  The 

talismanic technique is a geomantic procedure that projects the divine from above to protect the 

earthly below.  This geomantic magical procedure creates auspicious conditions by guaranteeing 

alignment of the microcosmic with the macrocosmic. 

Creative Imagination and the Cardinal Directions:   
Divining the Constructed World 

Divining the constructed world was a talismanic operation that the “Ancients” used to orient 

their earthly creations to be “square with the world.”  The “Ancients” constructed according to 

divine co-ördinating principles to align their built works with the cardinal directions of the earth 

 
599 See, for example, Forbes, The Midwife and the Witch and W.F. Ryan, The Bathhouse at Midnight:  Magic in 
Russia (University Park, Pennsylvania:  The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999). 
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with respect to the cosmos.  This was an operation intended to embody the divine in an earthly 

construction that began with the human body at its center and origin.  The body marked the 

beginning and the first point of contact with the heavens through its axis mundi.  In this way, the 

earthly microcosm was brought into alignment with the macrocosm of the universe.   

 Divination is a geomantic procedure that uses principles from the magic square at the 

human scale.  The word geomancy is derived from the Greek geo, literally meaning the earth, 

and manteia, meaning divination or coming from above.  Geomancy is the act of projecting lines 

onto the earth from the cosmos above through marking the ground and encircling.  This 

talismanic operation projects the magic square’s properties upon the ground as regulating lines to 

provide auspicious conditions for the construction of the built environment and to protect the 

constructed world.  This is a “divine” act with heavenly origins.  In China, the first magic square, 

the Lo Shu, appeared to King Yü from the waters of the Lo River.  In Muslim countries this same 

square was known as the badūh seal, which was revealed by God to Al-Ghazâlî.  According to 

Nārāyana, the art of constructing magic squares was shown to an Indian prince by the god Śiva.  

Śiva was a generative god, which most probably explains why Indians favored the creation of 

magic squares through the active union of two complementary auxiliary squares that gave birth 

to a third.  Common to these three cultures was the notion that the source of the magic square is 

divine:  it is not a human invention, but a revelation.   

 The divine resource for geomantic procedures included the positions and the paths of the 

sun, the moon, the stars and the planets.  The instrument the “Ancients” used to take their 

measurements is the gnomon, which literally means interpreter.  It was a stick, often in the form 

of the human body, that was used to help the “Ancients” interpret their position on earth with 

respect to the greater universe of the cosmos (figure 98).  There are two geomantic methods that 
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are presently used to this day that on the surface 

appear to be quite different; however, both have 

similar origins in the Lo Shu:  the Chinese method of 

Feng Shui and the Indian practice of Vāstu Śāstra.600  

Although these two practices have a common origin 

in the magic square of three and the use of the 

gnomon, they have their cosmological differences. 

 
 
Figure 98.  Two Borneo tribesmen in recent 
times measuring the sun’s shadow length at 
summer solstice with a gnomon.  Note the 
human figure atop the gnomon. 

 Chinese astronomers emphasized positional 

stellar astronomy in reference to the pole star and in 

India the motions of the sun, moon and planets had 

greater importance.  This is most probably because 

the majority of China is north of the Tropic of 

Cancer, which runs central to India.  This latitude is 

significant, because during midday of the summer months the sun’s inclination is in excess of 

ninety degrees from the south, which will cast the gnomon’s shadow to the south instead of to 

the north as it normally would in more northern latitudes.  In India, the position of the sun and its 

motion would be much more critical in constructing the built world due to the environmental 

impact of the sun and resulting hot temperatures.  In the northern latitudes of China the motion of 

the stars about the pole star would be much more visually appreciable, whereas the 

environmental concerns due to the position of the sun would be less critical to their constructed 

                                                      
600 Muslim geomantic practices will not be dealt with here because they are part of a great corpus of Islamic 
astronomy and astrology that places its emphasis on calculating the direction of the qiblah and locating the 
orientation toward Mecca.  It should be noted that finding the direction of the qiblah is done with the aid of the “Indian 
circle”—this method places a gnomon at the center of a circle and locates the casting of the shadow in order to 
determine the north-south longitude and the east-west line perpendicular to it.  More of this method will be explained 
later.  As found in Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Science (Great Britain:  Westerham Press Ltd., 1976). 
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world.  In any event, in ancient times both of these systems relied on the gnomon to determine 

their astronomical calculations.  

 Without going into a lot of scientific detail regarding the earth’s relationship to the sun, 

the moon, the stars and the cosmos, it should be mentioned that the earth’s axis is tilted with 

respect to the sun, which is why the celestial equator (the projection of the earth’s equator onto 

the cosmic sphere) and the ecliptic (the zodiacal constellations and the apparent path of the sun 

around the earth) do not align.  In the northern hemisphere, because the earth’s axis is tilted, the 

days are longer during the summer when the sun is high in the sky, the longest day and the sun’s 

highest point is at the summer solstice; the days are shorter in the winter when the sun is lower in 

the sky, the shortest day and the sun’s lowest point is at the winter solstice.  The fall equinox and 

the spring equinox occur when the celestial equator and the ecliptic cross, and is the point in time 

when the lengths of the day and the night are equal (figure 99).   

 The celestial pole was fundamental to ancient Chinese astronomy and formed the basis of 

their cosmological thinking regarding microcosmic-macrocosmic relationships.  Atop the 

celestial pole was the Imperial Star above the heavenly Central Palace where the sky emperor 

lived, central to his kingdom of eight surrounding “sky palaces.”  This location mirrored the 

position of the emperor on earth, around whom feudal land-holding practices were modeled as 

squares within squares based on the nine-square grid of the Lo Shu.  Chinese maps were drawn 

with the north arrow pointing down.  More than likely this was so that the map would be co-

ördinated with the emperor’s view looking down on his kingdom.  The Imperial Star was the 

pole star of the Great Bear constellation and is fixed, around which all the other stars revolve.  

According to Confucian authority, the ruler on earth should govern by the sky emperor’s 
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example:  “He who exercises government by 

means of his virtue may be compared to the pole 

star, which keeps it place while all the stars turn 

around it.”601

 In ancient and medieval China there were 

three schools of cosmology:  the Kai Thien, the 

Hsüan Yeh and the Hun Thien.  The Kai Thien 

theory (‘Heavenly Cover’—a hemispherical dome) 

is the most archaic of the three.  Its most important 

text was the Chou Pei, the oldest mathematical-

astronomical work that has been loosely translated 

as ‘the gnomon and the circular paths of heaven.’  The heavens were imagined as a great 

hemispherical cover, and the earth as an upside-down bowl, the two separated at the top by 

80,000 miles, thus making two concentric domes.  The Great Bear was in the middle of the 

heavens, which were spherical, but the earth was a flattened sphere that was square at its base.  

The rain falling upon the earth flowed down to the four edges to form the rim-ocean, where the 

sky was only 20,000 miles above it.  The center of the earth was not directly below the celestial 

pole, its inclination described as being like “the chin of the human head pointing forwards and 

downwards but not backwards,” and the skies rotated like a reclining umbrella.602  This theory 

flourished well into the +6th century. 

 
 
Figure 99.  The relationship between the celestial 
equator and the ecliptic (from David Ulansey, 
The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries). 
 

 
601 Lun Yü, II, I, as found in Joseph Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3 Mathematics and the Science 
of the Heavens and the Earth (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1959), 230. 
602 Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3, 210-216. 
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 The Hun Thien school (‘celestial sphere’) conceived of celestial motions in terms of 

concentric spheres.  The heavens were measured using the graduated hun instrument (armillary 

sphere) and the gnomon.  These measurements were taken with respect to the celestial pole to 

determine the tilt of the earth and the stellar positions.  The oldest full description of this school 

comes from the +1st century astronomer Chang Hêng in his manuscript Hun I Chu (Commentary 

on the Armillary Sphere):  “The heavens are like a hen’s egg and as round as a crossbow bullet; 

the earth is like the yolk of the egg, and lies alone in the centre.  Heaven is large and earth 

small.”  In his Ling Hsien (Spiritual Constitution of the Universe) he describes the constitution of 

the universe:  “In the heavens there are phenomena and on the earth there are formed shapes.  

Heaven has nine positions as earth has nine continents…  Both the phenomena and the shapes 

can be observed and measured…  They follow a natural principle of spontaneity, mutually 

producing each other.” 603  The earth was considered to be the center of this egg; however, the 

Hun Thien school conceived the heavens and the earth to be spherical.  The microcosmic-

macrocosmic relationship of the earth to the heavens was based on the nine-square grid of the Lo 

Shu and there was an acknowledgement of reciprocity between the heavens and the earth.  

Among the astronomers of the +5th and +6th centuries efforts were put into reconciling the Kai 

Thien and the Hun Thien.  It was said that “to see only half the sphere was to see the truth, but 

only half of it.”  From the +6th century forward the Hun Thien was considered to be the only 

correct view. 

 The Hsüan Yeh teaching (‘brightness and darkness’—infinite empty space) viewed the 

cosmos as infinite space, with celestial bodies floating in it at rare intervals.  This theory about 

astronomy and celestial relationships was far more advanced than the medieval Western 

 
603 As found in Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3, 216-217. 
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conception at the time of a universe comprised of fixed, concentric spheres with the earth located 

at the center.  Influences from Taoism and Buddhism can be seen in the Hsüan Yeh system, 

which contributed to the notion of the cosmos as infinite space and time, which allowed for a 

possibility of a plurality of worlds.  Another conception that was prevalent in the +11th and +12th 

centuries, possibly of Taoist origins, was the notion of the ‘hard wind’—a concept that 

contributed to the Chinese imagination of the stars and planets being borne along through the 

universe without being attached to anything.  This is far in advance of the Western 

anthropocentric cosmology that was held until after the Middle Ages.  In general, the Chinese 

view of astronomy shares more similarities with Babylonia and India than with the astronomy of 

the ancient Egyptians and Greeks, and later Europeans.604

 The fundamental basis of Chinese cosmology was the 

relationship between the pole star and the terrestrial horizon, 

which is divided by the cardinal directions into the four 

directions of space (figure 100).  Each direction of space 

corresponds to a seasonal palace:  the Blue Dragon in the east 

(spring), the Vermilion Bird in the south (summer), the White 

Tiger in the west (fall), and the Black Tortoise in the north 

(winter).  This designation dates to an antiquity of at least -

14th century.  There are seven hsiu grouped in each of these four equatorial palaces, for a total of 

twenty-eight houses.  The twenty-eight divisions radiate from the pole star like the spokes of an 

umbrella that intersect the horizon line.605

 
 
Figure 100.  Diagram of the ancient 
Chinese divisions of the celestial sphere 
and their relations with the horizon (after 
de Saussure, as found in Needham, 
Science and Civilisation in China). 

 
604 Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3, 219-229. 
605 Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3, 242. 
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 The twenty-eight houses are lunar mansions with respect to the four corners of the 

terrestrial horizon line.  Due to the discrepancies between the terrestrial horizon, the celestial 

equator and the ecliptic, these twenty-eight divisions are an unequal, graduated scale to provide 

reference points to measure celestial movement with respect to the fixed pole star.  In this way, 

the position of the sun among the stars could be known; solar and stellar coordinates could be 

correlated.  The number twenty eight is a very convenient number that averaged the moon’s 

phasic cycle with the sidereal month:  each phase of the moon takes 29.53 days to go from full 

moon to full moon; however, it only takes 27.33 days for the moon to return to the same place 

among the stars (sidereal month).  The division into twenty-eight houses could be related to the 

Indian astrological custom that divides a square into twelve houses and then divides the sides 

again to yield twenty-eight divisions by leaving the corners “square” (figure 101)606.  This would 

be of interest to the ancient Chinese because the emphasis is placed on the corner and not the 

central axis. 

 Chinese cosmology is in marked contrast to the 

Western astrological emphasis on the twelve zodiacal 

constellations of the ecliptic that reference twelve 

“houses” during twelve months’ span of time.  The ancient 

Chinese did have a twelve-fold division of the year and 

the equator; however, it referenced the hsiu and consisted 

of twenty-eight unequal parts.  The twelve Greek zodiacal signs were incorporated into Chinese 

Buddhist documents from the +6th century onwards, sometimes being converted into Chinese 

 
 
Figure 101.  Division of square into twelve 
houses, which when divided again yields 
twenty-eight houses, leaving the corners 
“square.” 

 
606 Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3, 239. 

 



SQUARING THE CIRCLE:  Appendix I:  Iconological Origins of Magic Squares 
The Regulating Lines of Claude Bragdon’s Theosophic Architecture Creative Imagination and the Cardinal Directions: 
 Divining the Constructed World 
Eugenia Victoria Ellis   page 314 
 
 

                                                     

equivalents and sometimes appearing as 

unintelligible Sanskrit transliterations.607  In any 

event, the driving cosmological forces in China were 

the hsiu and the guiding stability of the Great Bear. 

 As previously discussed, the constancy of the 

Great Bear and the pole star was fundamental to 

ancient Chinese cosmology.  However, when 

considered over the span of many millennia, the 

referent pole star the Chinese actually used changed 

over time due to the “wobble” of the earth’s rotation 

on its axis.  This is known as the precession of the equinoxes and makes one full cycle every 

25,920 years (figure 102).  In short, the plane of the celestial equator is always perpendicular to 

the earth’s axis.  The ecliptic, the location of the zodiacal constellations and the apparent path of 

the sun, always remains the same due to the earth’s orbit around the sun.  However, because of 

the earth’s “wobble” on its axis, the two equinoctial points along the ecliptic, which is where the 

celestial equator and the ecliptic cross, precess through the constellations of the zodiac.608  

Although the constellation of the Great Bear always appears to circle in the general vicinity 

above the North Pole, the earth’s axis or celestial pole does not always point to the same star.  

The effect of the precession on the position of the celestial pole is considerable:  in effect, the 

celestial pole inscribes a large circle that has the pole of the ecliptic at its origin.  This 

astronomical fact was fully recognized by the ancient Chinese as early as the +4th century.609   

 
 
Figure 102.  Precession of the equinoxes (from 
David Ulansey, The Origins of the Mithraic 
Mysteries). 

 
607 Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3, 258. 
608 David Ulansey, The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1989), 46-50. 
609 Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3, 247-259. 
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 The gnomon was the instrument that the Chinese used to calculate the precession of the 

equinoxes, to determine latitude in fixing provincial and other territorial boundaries, to construct 

their calendars, and to determine auspicious times.  When the gnomon is placed perpendicular to 

the terrestrial horizon pointing upwards toward the zenith and its cast shadow is measured, the 

yearly maximum and minimum lengths at any given location can be used to determine the days 

of the solstices; observation of the shadow’s length in comparison with other locations at the 

same time of the year can be used to determine the latitude of the location being measured.  

However, when the gnomon points to the pole star, the length of the shadow is not measured, but 

its direction is noted:  it then becomes a sundial used to measure equal intervals of time.  610

 The sundial was originally used to determine auspicious and inauspicious times, to be 

used to align the earthly with the divine.  Sundials were related to the magnetic compass and the 

diviner’s board (shih):  the compass for preliminary orientation with the pole star and the 

diviner’s board to determine auspices (figure 103).  Magnetic north changes often with 

atmospheric conditions, is not exactly in the direction of the celestial pole and can vary from 

solar north by as much as 33º; however, its use was to preliminarily determine orientation until it 

could be verified using a gnomon.  The Great Bear of this shih is on a rotating round plate that 

signifies the heavens of the celestial pole, which is on a square plate representing the earth.  The 

round plate additionally includes twelve cyclical characters and twenty-four prognosticatory 

signs.  The square plate of the earth is marked with the eight trigrams of Wen Wang located at the 

cardinal and inter-cardinal directions, and at the perimeter of each of the four sides are seven 

hsiu.  The trigrams of Wen Wang are said to be in the “world of the senses” arrangement, which 

relate to the real, phenomenal world in which we live; the world perceptible to the senses (figure 

 
610 Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3, 284-313. 
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44).611  Divining with the shih, then, relates to the real world of persons, sense-perception and 

occurrences of daily living such as could discerned by the fortunes of the I Ching. 

 The shih in figure 103 is a reconstruction of an 

ancient divination board.  Bearing this in mind, we need to 

look at two transpositions that have occurred due to its 

(re)creation by Westerners.  First, we need to rotate the shih 

so that south is up as it would be for the ancient Chinese, 

then we will get a better idea of how it might actually have 

been used.  Secondly, the Chinese always locate the base of 

the trigram toward the origin of the circle facing out—these 

trigrams are shown from the outside looking in.  As to its 

use:  after first orienting the board to the compass points 

with south up and holding the shih in the hands while looking south, the Great Bear of the shih 

can rotated to align with the constellation as it appears to the eye in the polar sky above.  In this 

way, the circle and its celestial attributes will relate to the sky and the earthly square of the shih 

will be oriented with respect to the cosmos; then the twenty-eight hsiu can be projected to the 

four corners of the world, and the diviner’s board will have a direct relationship to the earth. 

 
 
Figure 103.  A reconstruction of the shih 
or diviner’s board of Han times, +3rd 
century (Rufus (2) after Harada & Tazawa 
as found in Needham, Science and 
Civilisation in China). 

 The shih predates the Chinese lo-pan, or Feng Shui geomancer’s compass.  The lo-pan is 

used to determine the orientation of a site and auspicious times for construction.  Although the 

Great Bear center is replaced by a mariner’s compass in the lo-pan, it generally will have all of 

the divinatory aspects of the shih plus more:  the eight trigrams, twenty-eight hsiu, twelve 

mansions, twenty-four divisions, plus the eight numerals of the Lo Shu (except for the number 

 
611 Steve Moore, The Trigrams of Han (Great Britain:  The Aquarian Press, 1989), 63. 
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Figure 104.  Arrangement of the trigrams after Paul Carus in Chinese Astrology.  
The Fuh-Hi trigrams, the “world of thought” arrangement relating to the cosmic 
interplay of forces, predates the Wen-Wang trigrams, the “world of senses” 
arrangement relating to the phenomenal world. 

five that belongs in the center) and more rings that can vary up to a total of forty concentric 

circles called ts’eng, “tiers,” “strata” or “stories.”  The mariner’s compass represents the t’ai 

chih, or “great origin.”  The eight trigrams of the lo-pan are in the arrangement of Fuh-Hi, which 

are considered by Carus to be the more ancient mathematical arrangement as opposed to the later 

occult arrangement of Wen Wang (figure 104).612  The trigrams of Fuh-Hi are also known as the 

“world of thought” arrangement, which is said to show the idealized interchange of yang and yin 

as cosmic principles.613   

 The lo-pan uses the Fuh-Hi arrangement of trigrams because the geomantic art of Feng 

Shui determines auspicious conditions for constructing the earthly world, the architectural 

operations of which are the product of the imaginative mind.  The lo-pan also contains the 

numbers of the Lo Shu, which is a heavenly diagram that is based on the mathematical operations 

of the higher intellect and represents the divine condition of the balance of opposites around a 

central axis.  The art of divining is to align the earthly with the cosmic and the lo-pan is the 

geomancer’s instrument in China.  

 
612 As found in Paul Carus, Chinese Astrology, 58-63. 
613 Steve Moore, The Trigrams of Han, 63. 
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 Feng Shui involves a complex web of divinatory calculations that includes all of the 

aspects of Chinese cosmology that have been previously discussed and then some.  Feng Shui is 

the Chinese geomancer’s art of placement and applies equally to the constructed world for the 

living as well as to graves for the dead:  “By looking up in order to contemplate the heavenly 

bodies, and by looking down to examine into the natural influences of the earth, man may 

acquire a knowledge of the cause of darkness and light.”  The Chinese will often leave property 

vacant for a number of years, allow buildings to fall into disrepair and leave the dead unburied to 

wait for an auspicious date of stellar alignment.614  As previously mentioned, the Lo Shu became 

the basis for the Flying Star School of Feng Shui, which uses an abbreviated lo-pan figure in the 

form of the yin-yang symbol in the middle of a transposed set of Fuh-Hi trigrams as its insignia.  

 Feng Shui is also called ti-li and k’an-yü.  Ti means “the earth” and li is frequently 

translated as “rational principle”—the two together would indicate a type of reasoning about the 

earth or “the divining art as to terrestrial conditions.”  K’an literally means “canopy” and yü 

means “chariot.”  Carus interprets the two together as referring to the sky above and the earth 

below as the vehicle in which all living beings are carried.615  The lo shu, the Great Bear, and the 

yin-yang are symbols that seem to be interchanged freely as the central point, or “great origin,” 

of Chinese instruments of divination.  Since the ancient Chinese emphasized the importance of 

the celestial pole, the “canopy chariot” could also refer to a great chariot wheel above the earth 

whose hub is the pole star about which all the other stars in the sky circle.  The spokes of this 

wheel would then be sky-references that would pass through the twenty-eight hsiu at the 

terrestrial equator. 

 
614 Chapter XIII, 1 to 12 of the Yih King as found in Carus, Chinese Astrology, 56. 
615 Paul Carus, Chinese Astrology, 55-56. 
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 Feng Shui calculations regarding orientation begin 

with Chinese cosmology and the seasonal palaces at the 

edge of the terrestrial horizon:  the dragon to the east, the 

phoenix to the south, the tiger to the west and the tortoise to 

the north.  The geomancer’s art of Feng Shui and the lo-pan 

are related to the heavens and divining with the shih is 

related to the earth.  Both divinational systems have ancient 

origins in the Kai Thien theory, which described the earth as 

a flattened square bowl.  The notion of the earth being 

“square with the world” is an iconology common to most 

ancient cultures, unique to China is an emphasis on the corner. 

 
 
Figure 105.  Lo Shu shown together with the 
Wen Wang trigrams, the “world of the 
senses” arrangement.” 

 The Chiu-kung ching (the Classic of the Nine Halls), from the Han Dynasty (202 BC to 

220 AD), gives a mythological description of the Chinese landscape in terms of the numbers of 

the Lo Shu.  This fragment of a manuscript related the Five Sacred Mountains of China to the 

odd yang numbers in the Lo Shu, while the even, yin numbers were said to represent the four 

rivers.  Although the Lo Shu cannot be dated earlier than the +10th century, when shown together 

with the “world of the senses” arrangement of the Wen Wang trigrams (figure 105), a 

cosmological view of the constructed world begins to emerge that is unique to the Chinese.   

 The Five Sacred Mountains are located at the cardinal directions and the center, while the 

rivers run diagonally from the corners toward the center at the inter-cardinal directions.  The 

mountains and the rivers that were mentioned in the Chiu-kung ching are actually located in 

northern China near the capital cities of the Han dynasty.  According to another Han manuscript, 

the Ch’ien Tso Tu, the four cardinal trigrams are known as the four chêng, or ‘uprights’.  The 
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remaining four are known as mên, or ‘gates’ or wei, ‘holders together’.616  The central mountain 

acts as a cosmic axis relating the land to the heavens above.  The corners of the square would 

suggest gateways to this cosmic center.  In addition to ordering their world as squares within 

squares based on the nine-square grid, this would suggest an overlying landscape organizing 

principle based on the inter-cardinal directions. 

 The emphasis on gateways at the inter-

cardinal directions is a system of organization that 

was not manifested in the actual layout of the 

ancient Chinese city.  The diagonal is a 

cosmological relationship that has to do with the 

division of space into four quadrants with respect 

to the cardinal directions:  by dividing the square 

along the diagonal, all within one of each of the four cardinal directions would be within one of 

the four seasonal palaces.  This is a cosmological relationship only—it does not apply to the 

physical layout of the ancient Chinese city.  The ancient Chinese city was based on a square 

oriented along a north-south celestial pole-pointing processional axis with its important official 

buildings facing south.  We will see that the square is also significant in India; however, theirs is 

a body-centered cosmology that emphasizes the crossing of the cardinal axes at the belly of the 

square (figure 106).  Ancient China looked to the cosmos in relationship to the “four corners of 

earth,” while ancient India looked to the cosmic in reference to the human body:  “He who is this 

(Brahman) in man, and he who is that (Brahman) in the sun, both are one.”617

 
 
Figure 106.  Diagrammatic comparison of Chinese 
versus Indian cosmological views of the earth. 

 
616 Steve Moore, The Trigrams of Han, 63-73. 
617 Upanishads as found in Bragdon notebooks, BFP, Box 36, Folders 1-3, April 20, 1891. 
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 Geomancy in India is called Vāstu Śāstra:  vāstu means to dwell and śāstra means 

science.  There are significant differences between the two geomantic arts that have to do with 

fundamental differences in religious philosophy together with astronomical, astrological, 

climatic and geographic conditions.  The primary metaphysical difference is that the Chinese Tao 

emphasizes the balance of opposites about a center to yield unity or one; whereas, Hindu 

philosophy is based on the active union of two opposites to equal a whole.  In the Hindu practice 

of tantra there are male and female forces; however, they are polarities that are aspects of one 

Reality, one indivisible whole or unity.  It is called Cosmic Consciousness.  On the creative 

plane the energy forces are called Śiva (male energy) and Śakti (female energy), two aspects of 

one creative force that are eternally conjoined.  All phenomenal manifestation is based upon the 

earthly forces of Nature called Puruşa (male principle) and Prakriti (female principle), which are 

essentially two aspects of one principle.   

 Some basic astronomical/astrological differences are:  India uses the traditional zodiacal 

constellations attributed to having been discovered first by the Greeks, China has their own 

duodenary animal system; India refers to nine planets—the traditional seven of the “Ancients” 

plus an additional two imaginary “planets,” rāhu (dragon’s head) and ketu (dragon’s tail), which 

are the ascending and descending nodes of the moon with respect to the horizon;618 China has 

twenty-eight lunar mansions, in India each phase of the moon’s orbit goes through one of the 

twenty-seven nakshastras,619 which are star constellations distributed over the twelve rashi or 

zodiac signs at the ecliptic belt.620  As in China, Vāstu Śāstra relies on a complex system of 

 
618 Ajit Mookerjee and Madhu Khanna, The Tantric Way, 119. 
619 There is an occasional twenty-eighth constellation to average out the moon’s orbital phases.   
620 Vāstu Śāstra is a geomantic art that was fully developed by +1st century.  Its tenets were not written down in any 
one ancient manuscript but developed out of a corpus of over twenty texts referred to as Vāstu Vidya dating back to 
the +6th century, most of the previous material having been lost.  The information used here is based on these two 
books:  Jin Purush Ashok Padam, Vãstu:  Reinventing the Architecture of Fulfillment (Dehradun, India:  Management 
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astrological calculations to determine auspicious days for construction.  In Vāstu Śāstra the 

position of the sun and the moon with respect to the earth is of prime importance, which may 

explain why there are two invisible “planets” that mark the point of passage of the moon with 

respect to the horizon as at appears and disappears in the sky.   

 There are some significant differences between these two means of divination.  First, the 

Chinese emphasize an axial relationship to the celestial pole, while in India the emphasis is on 

the crossing of the cardinal directions and an axial center.  Second, in China the location of a 

building with respect to the pole star determines orientation, while in India the built world is 

oriented toward the path of the sun.  Third, in China a building’s main entrance looks out toward 

the south (as from the imperial position); whereas, in India the main entrance should be either 

from the north or the east (looking toward creative origins as demonstrated by the daily birth of 

the sun).621  The life force, or breath, as it moves through a building is significant in both China 

and India:  Feng Shui requires a spatial shift in moving through a building to restrict the 

movement of chi (cosmic breath) and to prevent it from going straight through, in one side and 

out the other; Vāstu Śāstra encourages the movement of prãna (vital breath) through the house, 

to allow for natural ventilation in the hot climate of India.  Unique to a constructed world based 

on Vāstu Śāstra is an emphasis on a center that is open to the sky above to act as a cosmic pillar 

and axis mundi (which additionally provides a chimney effect with respect to natural ventilation), 

and the requirement that the movement upward in a space should be in a clockwise direction to 

be consistent with the earth’s rotation. 

 
Publishing Co., 1998) and Vibhuti Chakrabarti, Indian Architectural Theory:  Contemporary Uses of Vastu Vidya 
(Delhi:  Oxford University Press, 1999).  
621 India is reasonably close to the equator, which means that for a greater portion of the year the sun will rise high on 
the horizon line toward the northeast.  For this reason, the preferred orientation in India is to the northeast or 
somewhere between north and east. 
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Figure 107.  Kali Yantra, Rajasthan, 
18th century. 

 The fundamental basis of Vāstu Śāstra is the yantra 

(figure 107).  The two elements common to all yantras are 

the square and its point of origin.  In the Indian tantric 

tradition, the square framework is called śiśirita (shivered), 

i.e. trembling as if with a chill.  The square is “shivered” 

because tantra regards vibration, or Sound, as a primary 

cosmogenic element which gives rise to all structures and 

movement.  This frame represents a square sanctuary with 

four gates, one at each of the cardinal directions.  This sanctuary represents both the heart of the 

divinity and the heart of the devotee.  At the center of the yantra is the bindu, the point of zero-

dimension.  The center is the location of both the cosmic and the human heart.  It is the location 

of Brahmā, who personifies the positive aspect of the life-process of the universe, the pure 

spirituality of the creative phase and the Absolute.  The center is the point where the divine sun 

and the earthly sun communicate.  The square is a geometric form analogous with the number 

four—according to Indian conception “four-square” signifies “totality.”  Anything complete 

possesses all of its four “quarters” (pāda, or feet) and stands firmly on its “four legs” (catuh-

pāda).  For this reason, elephants are considered in India to be the caryatids of the universe:  like 

a table, they are four-cornered with four legs. 

 The yantra is a pure geometric configuration without any iconographic representation.  

The roots of this word are the suffix -tra, which in Sanskrit is used to form substantives denoting 

instruments, and the verb yam, which means to gain control over some inherent energy.  A 

yantra is an instrument used to control psychic forces by concentrating on a geometric pattern to 

stimulate inner visualizations.  These mental visions are reproductions of the pattern that are an 
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evolution outward to the many and an involution back to the point of origin.  It is a restatement 

of the Absolute in miniature:  a form of expansion and contraction of the universe.  In 

communicating with the cosmos, the bindu at the center expands to encompass the universe and 

contracts to its point of origin, or the zero-dimension.  The yantra diagrams are a “snapshot” of 

one immobilized instant in the ongoing process of creation and (re)creation.  In tantric practices, 

the use of the yantra to visualize the integrated wholeness of polarities through active 

contemplation is one of the paths to cosmic consciousness.622  The yantra is the first step in the 

cosmogenesis of the constructed world through the practice of Vāstu Śāstra.  

 The yantra represents an idealized sanctuary of the mind and is characteristic of Hindu 

temple architecture.  The temple’s central space is called the brahmasthāna and is in the shape of 

a square.  The square is conceived by the Hindus to be fixed and immobile like the Absolute; 

therefore, this square is associated with the cosmos.  This central area of the temple is open to the 

sky and acts as a conduit for the exchange of communication between the earth and the cosmos.  

From the Indian point of view, this up and down movement is an exchange that is integral to the 

temple and acts as a central pillar constructed from the heart of the vāstu puruşa.  In this way, the 

brahmasthāna acts as a “sun-door” and the “Golden Person” in the sun and the “golden person in 

the heart” are one.  The brahmasthāna is set within another square that is oriented “square” with 

the sun, which is “four-cornered” representing the earthly.  The generic Hindu temple form is a 

nine-square grid, or magic square of three.   

 In its most simple form, the mandala is a yantra inscribed within a circle.  The circle 

represents the motion of the revolution of the planets and symbolizes wholeness or totality.  The 

encompassing circle positions the earthly with respect to the cosmos.  The talismanic procedure 
 

622 Material on the meaning of the yantra has been taken from Heinrich Zimmer, Myths and Symbols in Indian Art and 
Civilization and Ajit Mookerjee and Madhu Khanna, The Tantric Way. 
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of inscribing a mandala on the plane of the earth is an operation of encircling that orients the 

constructed world to be square with respect to the cosmos.  There are two tools that are used 

together and are basic to the practice of Vāstu Śāstra:  the gnomon and the vāstu puruşa mandala 

(figure 10).   

 The vāstu puruşa mandala is a magic square in the anthropomorphic form of a sacrificial 

victim lying face down in a yantra.  The individual “houses” (pāda) of the square correspond 

with parts of the human anatomy, the navel of the vāstu puruşa is located at the square’s origin 

in the center.  In India, the human sacrifice is related to the sun, because the Brahman is one in 

both man and the sun—from death comes re-birth in the endless cosmic play of creation, 

destruction and (re)creation.  The human frame, the constructed temple, and all of the universe 

are analogical equivalents; therefore, the parts of the temple correspond to the parts of the human 

body and to the parts of the universe itself.  All of these forms are “houses,” indwelt and filled by 

the invisible universal Absolute, and are dimensioned or measured-out (māyā).  The Hindu noun 

māyā is formed from the root mā, which means “to measure or lay out” as in the ground plan of a 

building or the creation of the universe, which is the work of the gods.  As such, māyā is all of 

the created or material world.   

 Each of these “houses” is dimensioned and limited according to the six directions of 

space:  nadir, four quarters, and zenith—the feet, the limbs and the head—defining the extent of 

the body, the temple and the world respectively.  Analogically, the windows and the doors of the 

temple from which the indweller can go forth and return correspond in the body to the “doors of 

the senses” from which the person can go forth into the world to actively perceive the 

environment and can return to the “heart” of one’s being when the senses are withdrawn from 

perception of the outside world.  Standing uprightly, the central axis mundi of the human body 
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and of the Hindu temple each communicate with the universe—located in the spine of the body 

and the brahmasthāna of the temple.  There is another door or window that is only accessible by 

using an invisible rope or ladder, from which our being is connected to and suspended from the 

cosmos, and through which one can emerge to be above the dimensioned structure.  In the temple 

it is the opening above the brahmasthāna or the oculus of the dome; in the person it is the 

opening where the plates of the human skull come together, which is still unclosed at birth.  This 

sky exit is the “eye of the heart” within the person, the conduit between the spirit and the 

cosmos, which can be kept open throughout one’s life by appropriate spiritual exercises, such as 

is practiced by the Indian tantric tradition. 

 The magic square of the puruşa is a yantra that becomes a mandala when it is encircled 

during the act of shadow casting to orient it with the sun.  The geomantic art in India begins at 

the navel with the casting of a shadow using a gnomon, symbolic of the upright sacrificial 

person.  The gnomon is a cosmic axis pointing toward the heavens that relates the earthly with 

the divine.  This vertical pole often takes the form of the human body and is used to divine the 

constructed world.  The gnomon is synonymous with the sacrificial post, yūpa (figure 12) and 

axis mundi, all of which rise from the “altar at the navel of the earth” to penetrate the cosmos.  

The geomancer is a “sacrificer” who makes the gnomon “a ladder and a bridge to attain the 

world of heaven.  Thus having attained the world of heaven, the sacrificer finds support again in 

this world.”  The casting of the initial shadow to orient the vāstu puruşa mandala to be “square 

with the world” is a rite of initiation and symbolic death.  “It is through the Sun that the Earth 
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becomes the support for all beings.” 623  Vāstu Śāstra is body-centered science that relates the 

body of the building to the human body through divine analogy.   

 The first step in Vāstu Śāstra is to determine the 

auspiciousness of the site, which is an astrological 

calculation derived from the nakshatra or stars, vara or day, 

thithi or date, aya or income, vyaya or debt, and ayu or age.  

The formulae are complex and yield a remainder that 

determines the auspiciousness, which is cross-referenced 

with the site’s proportions that are adjusted accordingly to 

arrive at a set of favorable results prior to the 

commencement of work.  The eight tools of measurement 

are the sutrashtaka (figure 108):  scale, rope, cord, plumb 

line, tri-square, compass, level and the eye.  The scale and 

rope are of a prescribed length and are for measuring, while 

the rest are used for examining the site and for geometrical construction.  Of the eight 

instruments, the eye of the geomancer is divine:  “The eye is the Sun:  for the Person’s great 

dimensioned world (mātrāh) depends upon the eye, for with the eye he surverys material things, 

since it is with the eye that he moves about amongst dimensioned objects.”624  Mātrāh literally 

means measured things, or the material world of measurable things, or whatever occupies space. 

 
 
Figure 108.  Sutrashtaka, the 
geomancer’s eight tools of 
measurement. 

 
623 The symbolism of the temple and the body in India was found in several writings of Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, 
“Svayamātrnnā:  Janua Coeli,”  “An Indian Temple:  The Kandarya Mahadeo,” and “The Symbolism of the Dome,” in 
The Door in the Sky (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1997). 
624 Robert Ernest Hume, The Thirteen Principle Upanishads (London:  Oxford University Press, 1931, 1979 edition), 
Maitri Upanishad, VI.6, p. 427. 
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 The orientation of the site is established on an auspicious day when the sun is in the 

northern part of the sky.  A “Sunpillar” is erected and used to cast measured shadows.  It is a 

yūpa, a sacrificial person, symbolic of the cycle of death and rebirth:  a cosmogonic pillar from 

which creation emanates.  This gnomon is placed in a square area that is “as smooth as a mirror” 

and has been checked using a level.  A circle is inscribed with the gnomon as its center (figure 

9), its radius the height of the gnomon (r).  Two points are marked on the circle where it is 

intersected by the shadow at mid-morning and mid-afternoon (points A and B).  These two 

points are joined by a straight line, thereby determining the “true” east-west axis.  The closer the 

day is to the summer solstice, the “truer” the axis.  Due to the tilt of the earth’s axis, the closer 

the day is to either of the equinoxes, the greater the error:  the line will be tilted south of east in 

the spring and north of east in the fall.  Once the true east-west axis is determined, the north-

south axis is found by marking the arc of a circle with its origin at each of the east (B) and west 

(A) nodes, the radius of which equals the diameter of the original circle (2r).  A line can be 

drawn where the two arcs intersect defining the north-south axis and it will be perpendicular to 

the east-west axis through the origin, the two together marking the cardinal directions.  Using the 

points where the original circle intersect the north-south axis (C, D), construct two more arcs of 

radius 2r.  The points where the four arcs cross define the inter-cardinal directions with respect 

to the origin.  By connecting these four points with lines, the earth has been “squared” through 

the construction of circles.  Once the cardinal directions of the site have been determined on an 

auspicious day, the vāstu puruşa mandala can be superimposed upon the site.  The pāda of the 

puruşa determine the function or use of the corresponding space to be constructed.  

 In India the “divine architect” is Lord Viśvakarman, who measures-out the cosmos.  

Viśvakarman’s counterpart on earth is called a Sthāpaka, who is a master of the circle and the 
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line.  Śāstra literally means science:  śāstra are the rules and regulations that govern Vāstu 

Śāstra and are documented in various manuscripts.  One of these documents is called the 

Vāstusūtra Upanişad.625  However, this document is a sūtra, which differs from a śāstra in that it 

contains the fundamental principles of the origin, method, calculation and purpose of “form-

figuring,” or those aspects of form-giving that make Vāstu Śāstra an art.  Vāstu Śāstra begins by 

overlaying the vāstu puruşa mandala on the site.   

 This yantra form is also a pañjara, or a geometrical plan, which is an essential 

configuration that gives the fundamental disposition and movements in space of a work and is 

the underlying organizing principle that gives the work its overall character.  The pañjara are the 

“regulating lines” that provide an order to a composition and correspond to cosmic and divine 

laws.  The pañjara is both a “skeleton” and a “cage.”  It is a skeleton, because its lines determine 

the movement within the composition.  Like “lines of force” within a painting, these lines are the 

invisible support of a form.  It is a cage by being divided into individual pāda, or regular 

compartments, that control the disposition of the whole. 

 At the basis of calculating forms are the symbolic formal elements of a design.  When the 

site is oriented by the hand of the Sthāpaka, the north-south direction becomes the vertical or 

“Fire-line” (agni-rekhā) with an upward direction.  The east-west direction becomes the “Water-

line” (ab-rekhā) with a horizontal direction.  The inter-cardinal directions are the “Wind-lines” 

(māruta), which engender movement.  The center point is called the brahmabindu, which is the 

origin of the tracing of the circle.  The circle represents the undifferentiated whole of the 
 

625 Alice Boner, Sadasiva Rath Sarma, Bettina Bäumer, Vāstusūtra Upanişad:  The Essence of Form in Sacred Art 
(Delhi:  Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1996) (1982).  In India there is no principle distinction made between the Fine 
Arts and the Practical Arts.  A Sthāpaka can be either a sculptor or an architect.  Śilpa refers to sculpture and vāstu 
refers to architecture.  Although this upanişad is directed toward both the sculptor and the architect, it is called a 
vāstusūtra most probably because it does not have to do with “modeling” the three-dimensional qualities of a work or 
sculpture, but has to do with its layout and geometric composition, which in either disciplines has to do with the 
organization of the work in plan and in elevation. 
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universe, where single beings are formed by separating lines—these lines are straight and are 

compared to the rays of the sun.   

 The Sthāpaka is a master of the circle and the line as a construction technique, which is 

also symbolically represented by the tools used in construction.  The Sthāpaka orients the built 

world by constructing a circle with a line from a gnomon at its brahmabindu.  The gnomon 

represents the yūpa, the sacrificial pillar that originally was erected to the east of the sacrificial 

hall for tying the victim of the sacrifice.  The yūpa, the pillar or pole, is a representation of the 

puruşa, the archetypal person.  The yūpis an anthropomorphic form of a post (line) crowned by a 

spherical head (circle).  In the Vāstusūtra Upanişad this form is interpreted as a grand symbol:  

the spherical head is the earth or the universe that is “pillared apart” and yet joined representing 

the creative act at the center, or origin. 

 Vāstu Śāstra is a talismanic procedure used to orient the built world to the cosmos 

through the circle and the line using a gnomon and the vāstu puruşa mandala.  This is a 

procedure that “protects” the constructed world by encircling and by providing a “divine” 

framework to ensure that architecture will correspond to cosmic laws.  This is an 

anthropomorphic procedure that guarantees the unity of the noumenal with the phenomenal—

that the Brahman in the Sun and the Brahman on earth are One. 
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Appendix II:  Inventory of Bragdon’s Library 
Bragdon sold most of his books when his business declined in 1918.  He moved to New York in 
1923.  The following is an inventory of his remaining books as found in BFP, Box 47, Folder 6.  
For the most part, while he was in New York he lived in the Shelton Hotel at Lexington Avenue 
and 49th Street until his death in 1946.   
 
A History of Architecture, Fiske Kimball 
Gothic Architecture, E. Corroyer 
Towards a New Architecture, Payson and Clark626

Stage Lighting, Fuchs 
Proportional Form, Colman and Coan 
The Theatre of Today, Moderwell 
The Meaning of Architecture, Pond 
The Fourth Dimension, Hinton 
Tales from Boccaccio, illustrated by Byam Shaw 
Four Quartets, T. S. Eliot 
Chinese Book on Architecture 
The Genesee Country, Edward Hungerford 
The Chap Book Vol. I 
Confessions, Powys 
Blakes’ Vision of the Book of Job 
The Frozen Fountain 
The Eternal Poles 
Architecture and Democracy, C. B. 
Where Are You Going my Pretty Maid? (an address) 
Stage Decoration, Sheldon Cheney 
Shakespeare’s Sonnet Diary and Personal Poems of Francis Bacon, Alfred Dodd 
Science and the Unseen World, Arthur S. Eddington F. R. S. 
Worship and the Love of God 
The Elements of Dynamic Symmetry, Jay Hambidge 
Dynamic Symmetr - the Greek Vase 
Bible – dated C. B. 1890 
The Ballad of Reading Gaol, Oscar Wilde 
Iconologia or Moral Emblems, 1709 tooled  leather, engravings 
Quatrieme Dimension, A. de Noircarme 
Tertium Organum, Ouspensky 
The Secretary’s Handbook, Taintor & Monro 
Lantern Making, H. A. Rankin 
Louis Claude de Saint Martin, A. E. Waite 
Oxford Dictionary 
Sticks and Stones, Lewis Mumford 
The Leopold Shakespere, Delius 

 
626 I have been unable to locate this book or verify that a book with this title was ever authored by Payson and Clark. 
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Letters and Lettering 
The Lighting Art 
Artificial Light, Luckiesh 
Problems of the Actor, Louis Calvert 
The Autobiography of an Idea, Sullivan 
Geometry of Four Dimensions, Manning 
The Ancient Building Science, Kane 
Chien Mi Lo, Oskar Hansen 
The Paintings of Michelangelo 
Libro del Misurar, Early Venetian 1570 
Toward A New Architecture, Edward Gordon Craig627

The Drawings of Leonardo da Vinci, Popham 
Furniture Interiors of the Italian Ren, Schotmuller 
French Gothic Architecture 100 plates – text John V. VanPelt 
Zur Geschichte-der Coustume, Braoun, Diez, Frohlich, Gehrts, etc. 
In English Homes, Charles Latham 
Oriental Costume, Max Tilke 
Architecture & Furniture of England, 16th &  17th Centuries 
The Delphic Oracle (pamphlet), John Manas, Pythagorean Society, New York City, 1940 
Yoga for the West, Felix Guyot, David McKay, Philadelphia, n.d. 
The Eleventh Commandment, Francis Neilson, C, C. Nelson, Appleton, Wis., 1944 
L’Origines Polyedrique des Espaces, Arthur  Soria et Mata, Madrid, 1897 
A Letter to my Son, by a Soldier’s Mother, Stratford Press, New York, 1942 
Hidden Words (pamphlet), Baha’u’llah, Bahai Publishing Co., N. Y., 1925 
The End of the Age (pamphlet), James H. McConkey, Silber, Pittsburg, 1927 
Yoga and Self-Culture, Sri Deva Ram Sukul, Yoga Institute of America, New York, 1943 
The Return of Julius Caesar, C. Jinarajadasa, Theosophical Publishing House, Adyar, 1943 
 (pamphlet) 
Heaven Lies Within Us, Theos. Bernard, Scribner’s, 1939 
The Art of Lettering, Carl Lars Svenson, Van Nostrand, 1934 
AAK, 1915-1940. Elmer Adler 
The Bhagavad Gita, trans Charles Johnson, Flushing, 1908 
The Elements of Theology, Proclus, trans.Ionides, pub. By translator, London,  n.d. 
The Philosophy of Mysticism, du Prel, George Redway, London, 1889, 2 vols. 
The Tower of Light, Nancy Fullwood, McCoy, N.Y., 1931 
The Faith That Gives Meaning to Victory, Dane Rudhyar, Foundation for Human  Integration, 
 Resida, Cal, 1942 
Great Masters in Painting and Sculpture, Pinturrichio, Evelyn March Philllips, George Bell, 
 London, 1902 
Fixed Stars, edited Olga Rosmanith, Essential Books, N. Y., 1944 
Peter Ibbetson, George Du Maurier, Harper’s, 1891 
A Search in Secret Egypt, Paul Brunton, Cutton, 1936 
The Sacred Books of the East, ed. Max Muller, Clarendon Press, 1900, Vols I, X & XX 

 
627 This book may be misidentified.  There is a book by this author entitled, Towards a New Theatre (London:  J M 
Dent, 1913). 
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A Search in Secret India, Paul Brunton, Dutton, 1935 
The House of Incest, Anais Nin, Siana Ed., Paris, 1936 
God, John E. Boodin, MacMillan, 1934 
The Inward Light, H. Fielding Hall, MacMillan, 1908 
The Gospel of Emerson, Dillaway Books, Reading, Mass., 1939 
Creative Involution, Cora L. Williams, California Press, S. F., 1925 
The Song of Sano Taro, Nancy Fullwood, McCoy, 1929 
A Buddhist Bible, Dwight Goddard, Thetford, Vt., 1938 
Where Theosophy and Science Meet, ed. D. D. Kanga, Vesanta Press, Adyar, Madras, 1938 
Incarnation, Wildred Brandon, transcribed by Edith Ellis, Knopf, 1936 
Behold We Come, Nancy Fullwood, Bruce Humphreys, Boston, 1939 
Letters of Rilke, ed. Jane Green & M.D.H Norton, Norton, 1945 
The Geometry of Art and Life, Matila Ghyka, Sheed & Ward, N.Y., 1946 
The Yoga Sutras of Pantangali, Charles Johnston, Quarterly Book Dept., N. Y. 
The Verdict of Bridlegoose, Llewellyn Powys, Harcourt, Brace, 1926 
The Borzoi, 1920, A. A. Knopf 
The Law and the Word, T. Troward, MacBride, N.Y., 1920 
The Rescue, Joseph Conrad, Doubleday Page, 1920 
The Shoes that Danced, Anna Homestead Branch, Houghton, Mifflin, 1905 
Agnia Yoga II, 1930 
The Voice of the Silence, trans. & ed. HPB (Madame Blavatsky), Theosophical Publishing Co., 
 1889 
The Seven Valleys (pamphlet), revealed by Baha’u’llah, Bahai Publishing Society 
Training for the Life of the Spirit, anon., Gerald Heard, Harpers, 1941 
A New Era of Thought, C. H. Hinton, Sonnenschein, London, 1900 
The Soul of a People, H. Fielding Hall, MacMillan, 1905 
Emerson’s Poems, Home Library edition 
Magic Squares and Cubes, W. S. Andrews, Open Court Publishing Co., Chicago, 1908 
Black Laughter, Llewellyn Powys, Harcourt, Brace, 1924 
The Herald of Coming Good, G. Gurdgieff, Paris, 1933 
Regles Des Cinq Ordres d’Architecture, Jacques Barrozio, De Vignole, Leyden, 1712 
My Two Gardens, A.S., Manas Press, 1909 
The Gage of Youth, Gelett Burgess, Small Maynard & Co., 1901 
Dorian Gray, Oscar Wilde, Modern Library Edition 
A Day Under the Big Top (pamphlet), Irving K. Pond, Chicago Literary Club 
Some Friends of Walt Whitman, Edward Carpenter, J.E. Francis, 1924 
Esthetique des Proportions dans la Nature et dans les Arts, Matila C. Ghyka, Paris, 1927 
Sartor Resartus, Thomas C. CArlyule, George Bell, London, 1898 
The Life of the Heart, George Sand and Her Times, Frances Winwar, Harpers, 1945 
Trilby, George Du Maurier, Harpers, 1894 
The Great Thousand Years, Ralph Adams Cram, The Brothers of the Book, Chicago, 1918 
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