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On Background

Matthew Scott Knight

(Abstract)

By dexterity, unbind walls of stone.      

  There is no shrill scream, but rather 

  the quiet enjoyment of joining 

  the supportive forms of invisible 

  culture. Premonitions, apparitions, 

  illusions, allusions, and relationships 

  make matter apparent. Redirect the 

  energy of the brain to  the hands like 

  MacLeish’s dumb, old medallions. Accept 

  given gifts of thread. Take only right 

  turns. For paradisal commands, you are 

  sent and spiced. By immaculate hearts, 

  you are loosed and enslaved.
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the issue of natural right presents itself today as a matter of party 
allegiance. Looking around us we see two hostile camps, heavily 

fortified and strictly guarded. One is occupied by the liberals of 
various descriptions – to use this somewhat loose term; the other by 

the Catholic and non-Catholic disciples of Thomas Aquinas. But both 
armies, and in addition those who prefer to sit on the fence or to 

hide their heads in the sand, are, if I may heap metaphor on metaphor, 
in the same boat. They are all modern men. No matter how neutral we 

may be, we are all in the grip of the same dilemma. 

Natural right in its classic form, the only form in which it is 
defensible, is connected with a teleological view of the universe. 

All natural beings have a natural end, a natural destiny, which 
determines what kind of operation is good for them. In the case of 

man, reason is required for discerning these operations. Reason 
determines what is by nature right, with ultimate regard to man’s 

natural end. This teleological view of the universe, of which the 
teleological view of man forms a part, has been destroyed for all 

practical purposes by modern natural science. From the point of 
view of Aristotle—and who could dare to claim to be a better judge 

in this matter than Aristotle—the issue between the mechanical and 
teleological conception of the universe is decided by the manner in 

which the problem of the heavens and the heavenly bodies and their 
motion is settled. Now in this respect, which from Aristotle’s own 

point of view was the decisive one, the issue seems to have been 
decided finally in favor of the mechanical conception of the 

universe. 

Two opposite conclusions could be drawn from this momentous 
decision. First, the mechanical, or at any rate non-teleological 

conception of the universe, had to be accompanied by a 
non-teleological conception of human life. This “naturalistic 

solution” proves to be impossible. It is impossible to banish ends 
from the social sciences, or what amounts to the same thing, to 

conceive of ends as derivative from desires or impulses. Therefore 
the alternative has prevailed: which means that we have had to 

accept a typically modern dualism of a non-teleological natural 
science and a teleological science of man. 

This is the position which the modern followers of Thomas Aquinas, 
among others, are forced to take, a position which implies a radical 

break with the thought of Aristotle, as well as that of Thomas 
Aquinas himself. The fundamental dilemma in whose grip we are, is 

the one caused by the success of modern natural science, a success 
which is presupposed rather than made doubtful by the so-called 

crisis in physics. An adequate solution to the problem of natural 
right cannot be found before this basic problem has been solved.

 
Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History 
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Over the last thirty-three years, I have 
read, collected, bought, misplaced, 

forgotten, remembered, lost, hidden, 
carried, memorized, recited, proclaimed, 

misunderstood, skimmed, annotated, 
translated, coveted, misremembered, 
discussed, written about, drawn, and 

built upon the following works. The 
individual volumes are set forth in a 

sequence of my own design such as that 
it may provide a receptive soil for each 

reader and assist in successfully  
navigating the labyrinth. As such, they 

may be considered, as a single body, a 
preface to the work that follows.  

Matthew Knight
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  By dexterity, unbind walls of stone.      

  There is no shrill scream, but rather 

  the quiet enjoyment of joining 

  the supportive forms of invisible 

  culture. Premonitions, apparitions, 

  illusions, allusions, and relationships 

  make matter apparent. Redirect the 

  energy of the brain to  the hands like 

  MacLeish’s dumb, old medallions. Accept 

  given gifts of thread. Take only right 

  turns. For paradisal commands, you are 

  sent and spiced. By immaculate hearts, 

  you are loosed and enslaved.



        
movement 

  

        I 
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A matter

Of six poems from memory

Not one 

but always the other 

Busily plying the pen

Piles in the mud 

The extension of the seat where the foot 

meets the hand 

Never broken 

Closer to repose than position 
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the dogwood knows

dissumulated and unworthy

a twist that afforded a turn

bent necks for a remedy 

Like Gelasius

the two powers

The dessicated eat

the taut line

regalis potestas 

Auctoritas sacrata

horror vacui

between two poles 
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Water makes sound 
but it has no organ, 
no instrument, to do so. 
How does the moon 
form its slivers? 
Who constructed its wholeness in 
the sky? 
Never once 
have I entrusted myself to sleep, 
and awoken in the same place. 
The expression 
of the first, efficient, and final 
causes are simultaneous.
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non-entity to entity 

Struck out from widthless depths 

Ignited by a strange fire 

Bound with poison 

And into the bright sun

Their feet slide, 

Cut short, 

On lighted birch

Seven rungs up, but only six down

In the dark night when it all began,
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even now hardly anyone still remembers what we meant by making 
the Earth live: not what you imagine, 

content with your dustcloud life set down on the border 
between water, earth, and air. 

i wanted life to expand outwards from the centre of the earth,
to spread upwards through its concentric spheres, to circulate 

around its metals, liquid, and solid.
 It was the only way earth might have become an enormous living 

organism, the only way we could have avoided that condition 
of precarious exile to which life has been forcibly reduced, 

the dull weight of an inanimate ball of stone 
beneath, and above, the void.

 you can no longer even imagine that life might have been something 
different from what now goes on without it, or rather, 
almost without, since above you and the earth’s crust, 

there is always the other tenuous crust of the air. 
still, there’s no comparing this to the succession of the spheres 

in whose interstices we creatures of the depths have always lived, 
and from which we still rise up to throng your dreams. 

The earth is not solid inside, but disjointed, 
made up of superimposed layers of different densities 

one below the other, right down to the iron and nickel nucleus, 
which again is a system of nuclei one inside the other, 

each rotating separately from the other 
according to the greater or lesser liquidity of its element. 

Italo calvino, “The other eurydice“
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we sleep to dream

not to remember

but to know

not to think
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(For every, individual adam)

There is a slight ringing of the ears

A sound perceived in the head 

But not external to the body

All the masters are dead 

But the dumb ox’s lows are heard 

throughout the world
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It is not surprising that Aristotle 
begins his Metaphysics with the 
assertion that all men desire to know, 
and that it is natural that we should 
have attained a sharpness and 
particularity of our visual faculties. 
The most important lesson for the 
architect to learn is the one about 
seeing. There is relatively little space 
between seeing and appearing. To see is 
to somehow come closer to the space of 
appearances, i.e., to join with the thing, 
to be surrounded by that world. For 
through this, as Aristotle asserts, we 
may achieve the fullness of discerning 
one from another, and by this we may 
know substance and station.
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These things are fatal
There is no air in space
The sun does shine at night 
Two points and a segment
Capture space
But, in a garden of white marble
There exist forms
 as a resolution of gravity
Not a matter of outward reflection
But rather of the restoration
of the cosmic abyss
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It is sown in corruption,
 it is raised in incorruption:

 it is sown in dishonor, 
it is raised in glory:

 it is sown in weakness,
 it is raised in power:

 it is sown a natural body,
 it is raised a spiritual body.

 Man was made in an animated body,
 but man was made a living soul.

genesis ii.7
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Finely limited wings in the sky

Rustle 

Those drip drops of the boggy black berry 

And excite 

Haunted, corpulent corpuscles 

Stiffening 

at the deepening of the eastern breeze 

You come 

at night, in my sleep,

To shake my thoughts



4848

(31)



        
movement 

  

        I i 
  



4949

(32)



5050

(33)



5151

(34)



5252

The stars rejoice in their setting, 
and in the rising of the sun. 
the heavenly lights rejoice 
in the going forth of one man 
to make a new world in the morning, 
because he has come out of the confused, 
primordial, dark night 
into consciousness. 
he has expressed the clear silence 
of sophia 
in his own heart. 
he has become eternal.

Thomas merton, ocso, “hagia sophia“ 
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The finest emotion of which we are capable is the mystic emotion. 

Herein lies the germ of all art and all true science. 

Anyone, to whom this feeling is alien,
 

who is no longer capable of wonderment 

and lives in a state of fear, is a dead man. 

To know that what is impenetrable for us really exists 

and manifests itself as the highest wisdom and the most radiant beauty,

 whose gross forms alone are intelligible to our poor faculties 

this knowledge, this feeling. 

that is the core of the true religious sentiment. 

In this sense, and in this sense alone,

 I rank myself among profoundly religious men.

Albert einstein, from barker & shugart’s after einstein
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The sun sinks in the sky and wax melts. 

Perfect, fallen, lost and redeemed all in 

one breath.

Plucked from the tree,

Standing, rectified, and overcome by passions.

It’s hard to know what it means to be 

human,

Or rather, what it is to be human

Dictated by the exigencies of the imperfect, 

the habituated,

local motion of the earth demonstrates 

the only rest

is supernatural

and perfect
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One is not a number

Two is a division

Three is an association

In whose midst 

we find ourselves enthralled

The hinges of centerings

There is no resolution in a duality

One is the number to Whom three returns
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Sometimes you feel the fervent desire to 
see and hold the world 

in contempt 
as both inadequate and despotic; 

didimos and thomos,
 a twofold abyss dividing. 

Go build some roman palace 
in some far off land 

only reached in dulcet canticles. 
But, watch for that taboric light

 in the third hour of the night. 
Outside of time,

 the wanderer goes to be present,
 and the influence of relative motion 

casts a great shadow at a distance.
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into and over the ground 
in and out and through 

the place 
where the plow

is lifted,
The port, 

with room for movement 
in the orbit

 of culled culture,
 the literal inscription 

of city walls
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os habent et non loquentur
oculos habent et non videbunt

aures habent et non audient 
nares habent et non odorabunt

manus habent et non palpabunt 
pedes habent et non ambulabunt

non clamabunt in gutture suo

psalm 113
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in the invention of the masque,
there is the construction
of a life 
to mask the impotency,
loss of autonomy,
and loss of significance 
experienced 
as blinding,
quotidian concerns.
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In my ending is my meaning.

Thomas merton, ocso, “The Night of destiny“ 
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(2)   Before le corbusier and the physical world / derwent drawing and prismacolor pencils / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(3)  masque and mover / derwent drawing pencil / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad
(4)  moonrise / derwent drawing and prismacolor pencils / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(5)  the renaissance of the masque / general sketch wash pencil / 8.5”x11” white bond paper
(6) night and non-entity / photograph
(7)  formal ode to le corbusier / general sketch wash pencil / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(8)  simultaneity and eternity / black pilot fineliner marker / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad
(9)  the double doors of the horizon / prismacolor pencils / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(10)  illustrating mystery / prismacolor pencils / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad manipulated in adobe photoshop
(11)  after a storm / photograph
(12)  a visible city engulfed / pentel arts oil pastels /  7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(13)  a fiery passage after mario sironi / craypas oil pastel / 8.5”x11” white bond paper
(14)  after carlo carra’s piedmontese nobleman / black conte crayon and craypas oil pastel / 8.5”x11” white bond paper
(15)  a tower in the second night / prismacolor pencils and black conte crayon / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(16)  the open hand before and after le corbusier / derwent drawing and prismacolor pencils / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(17)  before a storm / photograph
(18)  after seeing the work of tino nivola in person / verithin prismacolor pencils / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(19)  collage of le corbusier’s woman and bull and my illustrations for the golden legend / general sketch wash pencil / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated  
 in adobe photoshop
(20)  on contemplaiton / black pilot fineliner marker / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad
(21)  after a self portrait of le corbusier / general sketch wash pencil and craypas oil pastel / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad
(22)  after le corbusier’s woman and a bull / general sketch wash and prismacolor pencils / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop  
(23)  two windows at middleton inn / photograph
(24)  meditation on the wings of desire / black pilot fineliner marker / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(25)  sketch of masques / conte crayon, charcoal, and derwent drawing pencil / 10”x10” white trace sheet
(26)  notations after tafuri / red and black pilot fineliner markers / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(27)  still from television programming / manipulated in adobe photoshop 
(28)  four women after le corbusier / general sketch wash pencil, black conte crayon, and craypas oil pastel / 8.5”x11” white bond paper
(29)  two figures after walter pichler / derwent drawing pencils and watercolor markers / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(30)  meditation on the wings of desire / black pilot fineliner marker / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(31)  looking toward the old world at the end of the archipelago of harpswell, maine / photograph
(32)  collage of constructed perspective of room / derwent drawing pencils / 19”x24” 2 ply bristol board / manipulated in adobe photoshop 
(33)  after hisao domoto’s informel drawing / general sketch wash pencil and sargent art chalk pastel / 19”x24” strathmore cold press watercolor paper
(34)  after hisao domoto’s informel drawing / general sketch wash pencil and sargent art chalk pastel / 19”x24” strathmore cold press watercolor paper   
(35)  after hisao domoto’s informel drawing / general sketch wash pencil and sargent art chalk pastel / 19”x24” strathmore cold press watercolor paper
(36)  in the unity of the cosmos / prismacolor pencils / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad / manipulated in adobe photoshop
(37)  archaic masque of cast plaster pieces / manipulated photograph
(38)  fragment of drawing of dormition of mary relief / general sketch wash pencil / 100 lbs. strathmore drawing paper
(39)  elevation of the trinity masque / derwent drawing pencils / two 18”x24” 2 ply bristol board sheets
(40)  elevation of the heavenly masque / derwent drawing pencils / two 18”x24” 2 ply bristol board sheets
(41)  set of cast plaster pieces arranged on white drawing paper / photograph
(42)  collage of perspective construction with pedestal and virgin mary after the assumption / derwent drawing and prismacolor pencils / 100 lbs. strathmore   
 drawing paper and  24”x36” 16 lbs. clearprint design vellum 
(43)  after sironi’s figure in piazza / general sketch wash pencil and sennelier oil pastels / 24”x36” 16 lbs. clearprint design vellum
(44)  floor pattern after jerzy soltan / lines connected in autodesk’s autocad / no original
(45) image of angel and well of souls after hejduk and hildegarde von bingen / general sketch wash pencil / 7”x7” art alternatives sketch pad
(46)  perspective of house for high relief work after kuramata and scolari / .5mm alvin drafting, derwent drawing, and prismacolor pencils / strathmore newsprint paper
(47)  after sironi’s cathedral / drawn with general sketch wash pencil and sennelier oil pastels / 24”x36” 16 lbs. clearprint design vellum
(48)  image of stairs / derwent drawing and prismacolor pencils / 36”x24” strathmore newsprint paper
(49)  drawing of high relief sculpture of dormition of mary by tilman heysacker / derwent drawing pencils / 36”x24” white trace sheet
(50)  Perspective of threshold / .5mm alvin drafting and derwent drawing pencils / 24”x36” 16 lbs. clearprint design vellum
(51)  collage of drawing of high relief sculpture of dormition of mary by tilman heysacker / derwent drawing pencils / 36”x24” white trace sheet
(52)  plan of circular stair with figure / .5mm alvin drafting, derwent drawing, and prismacolor pencils / 24”x36” 16 lbs. clearprint design vellum 
(53)  collage of constructed perspective of room / derwent drawing pencils / 19”x24” 2 ply bristol board
(54)  elevation of column constructed with durer’s instructions / .5mm alvin drafting and derwent drawing pencils / 24”x36” 16 lbs. clearprint design vellum
(55)  Fragment after bellini / general sketch wash pencil and craypas oil pastel / 8.5”x11” white bond paper 
(56)  perspective after bellini and canaletto in piazza san marco / general sketch wash pencil and craypas oil pastel / 8.5”x11” white bond paper 
(57)  collage of constructed plan drawings of isola san michele, pompeii, and scamozzi’s teatro all’antica / .5mm alvin drafting pencil and coffee washed / 18”x24”, 140  
 lbs. strathmore cold press watercolor paper
(58)  collage of stills from godard’s alphaville, bunuel & dali’s un chien andalou, and sadeghi’s malek khorshid / edited in adobe photoshop / no original 
(59)  a floor after borromini’s floor at sant’ivo alla sapienza / line segments connected in autodesk’s autocad / no original
(60)  elevation of a window / with .5mm alvin drafting and prismacolor pencils / 24”x36”, 16lbs. clearprint design vellum 
(61)  A vision of the piazza after di giorgio, scarpa, and tutundjian / prismacolor, derwent drawing, and general sketch wash pencils / 24”x36” white trace sheet
(62)  After francesco di giorgio, figure drawing of the body in the square / prismacolor pencils and black conte crayon / two 36”x24” white trace sheets  
(63)  plan and axonometric of masque drawn with .5mm alvin drafting pencil, prismacolor pencils, and charcoal; on 24”x36”, 16lbs. clearprint design vellum
(64)  model of masque / bristol board and derwent drawing pencil / manipulated photograph
(65)  model of masque / bristol board and derwent drawing pencil / manipulated photograph 
(66)  After the defense / august 2, 2018 / photograph
(67)  Virginia tech library card / found / photograph
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sometimes, it’s not that interesting to 
read a book from front to back.
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