
NICHOLA CUSA S
VANISHING EOMETRICA FIGURES AN  b

ITHE MYSTICAL <<ENTBILDUN G»J
Von Luc Bergmans, Parıs/ Tours

hıis artiıcle the geometrical figures hıch Nicholas of (usa
sed illustrate his key notlions of docta Z9NOTANLIA and coincCidentia opD0St
LOYTUM. In PFEGEATt V  > the liınk between mathematics an Cusanus’ phi-
losophy has rteceived speclal attention 1in the French-speaking world
Some insights expressed 1in the dissertations Mathemaliques eL metaphysique
ANS P’ruyre de colas de (‚ yes by ean-Marıe Nicolle‘ and Mathemaliques eL

dialectique hez scolas de ( use Dy Jean-Michel Counet“ wıll be the starting-
pomint of OUur considerations. Ihe first insıght regards the dynamıic NAture
of the geometrical configurations. According Niıcolle, activity and

AKC: from ( usanus’ point of VIEW, essential features of the
human mind’s dealings wiıth YCOMELKY. In 1colle’s lecture delivered 1n
Itsee,” 0)8[= reads, regarding thought in general, »Lhe mMn changes from

passıve mirror actıve mMirror and creates the forms«,“ Al y If
represent the mind AI WAaX tablet.  ‘9 ave ad 1E:S sic! tablet wrtitten
from inside; 1t 1S tablet hıich wrIites itself itself because 1t contalins
lıvine ideas, that 1s Say ideas hıich ITMOVEC themselves«,” quoting Stanislas
Breton, »the geometrical being 1S the sion of acCt1ON« and AS CON-

cluding remark, »Lhe geometrical figures SCCHE Iett like dead sic!].
We AaNC awake sic! them and tfevive them 1n Our mind.«'

We chall chow that the figures, hıich 1n the manuscrfmpts in
later editions of Cusanus’ works o1ve VE statıc impression, C  . be
brought life and SEeTt in motlon. Compare, for this DUFfDOSC, Jz9ure
wıth the computer-designed Jzgure

J.-M. NICOLLE, Mathemaliques ef metaphySIGUE dans [’uDre de colas de (‚ ueSs CEhese 1a
NO 531 751) (Viılleneuve d’ASsSCcq

].-M.COUNET, Mathematiques ef dialectique che? Nicolas de (‚use (Parıs
279—2923
290
29072
291:; c£. BRETON, Philosophie ef malhematique (NEZ Proclus (ParısAa A — A 2902
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Jz9ure
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Jegure

oth figures CXPICSS the following idea. TIhe circle and the straight line
z ATA- opposites aALLY PCISON contemplating the configuration. They
maln opposites however tall the circle 9TOWS Ihere 1s indeed visible
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AT hıich the straight line 1s anything other than straight line the
circle anything other than circle. In other words, the lIimitations of COUr

condition, namely havıng think 1n of opposites, rfemalns
changed. However, AS the circle 9TOWS, oradually tıllıne the that
separated 1ts first trom the straight lıne  ö learn understand that

mind superlior UTSs might be able (7€ the fusion of what us

rema1ins and opposite. Configurations such these, therefore,
exemplify at the Sa”Inle time earned ignorance an the coincidence of
contrarties. \Whıile think of what superl1or mind might he capable Of.

also realise what AVe NOL capable Ör  > and realisıng OUur condition of
ignorance makes us wiser. Images such as f9ure allow OTE SUuSoESsT
uninterrupted PFOCCSS, but C VE LLLOTEC of persuasion T(HuSt be AL-
tributed actually MOVINg configurations. (JIne (  w only imagıne how
modern technology and 1n particular anımatlion might AVeEe
een useful the fifteenth philosopher. We should certainly fteel
tree uUusSs«CcC Our PFropCF technical and oraphic understand C:
sanus’ ideas DECAUSE, Clearly, he NOT write exclusively for the people
of his HMe, but also for the generations still COIMINEC In the CGentre
d’Etudes duperieures de la Renatissance 1n JTours, VE developed
websIite that 1S bring alıve SCHTIIE of the geometrical figures
which Nıcholas of (Cusa bel1ıeved be evocatıve of divine mystery.“ (In
thıs website ONEC Ca  } examıne in motion the configuration that C-

sponds tO /z9ure 'IThe 1S able CXPICSS the intention an the
infallible progression towards something which Call, nevertheless, NOT be
cshown. TIhe actual colincidence of opposites, such A CUTVC and
straight line, necessarıly rfemaAalns EHISCC1 the DCISON contemplating. It
1s this absence that Jean-Michel ('ounet refer his doctoral
dissertation where he brings the idea of the »destruction of geometr1-
cal foures«:

Des figures geOmMEtrIqUES Ia lıone, le cercie. le triangle, la sphere, SONLT dans le
finı distinctes les u11CcS des AI FEsS Lorsqu’on les porte l’infini, realise pheno-
mene de coincidence de GEr figures nire elles (In peut parler de veritable coincidence
des opposes puisque le courbe devient droit le droit devient courbe. Chaque figure
s’identifie LOUTES les AUILEeS Maıs mMemMe CMmMPpS, DEUL parler d’une realisation
effective de 1a coincidence des opposes CAT DASSAZE Ia /imıte detruit CS JLOUFES DEOME-
ITIGHES meme m qu'’1l les identifie l’une ’autre La coincidence A iırrealisable

http://www.cesr.univ-tours.fr
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dans V’ordre de 1a quantite; 1a lıgne infinıe n’existe pas, I’instar du nombre le plus
orand, du COTpS le plus etendu. Maıs 1OUS .VONS, orace Ia quantite, le PIECSSCH-
timent de qu1 reellement nıyveau de 17  etre, le maximum absolu.?

The configurations 1n motion tend towards ultimate phase 1N which
there 1s nothing eft be SCCI1].;

Let us consider another example. 1f OLLC continually increases the
number of s1ides of polygon, the uninterrupted metamorphosis wıill
tend towards Citele. but the actual transıtion from polygon circle
neCESSAaKNYy CSCAPDCS OUur 1eW.

It 1s the inalterable AT purposeful progression towards that
(5E):  a be described dASs absence of images which, in Our opinion, allows
ON SE Nicholas of (usa’s efforts AaSs Dart of the mystical tradition of
Entbildung (the disappearance ot. images the doing AWAY wıth images).
In order ilustrate this A analyse the different aSPECTS of (Cusanus’
particular and original application of Entbildung, shall reter QUO-
tat10ns from three authors belonging this mystical tradition: Ruys-
broeck, eister Eckhart and Seuse. (Cusanus’ preoccupation wıth eister
Eckhart 1S well known As tor deuse, INay mentlion the of
the Büchlein der eWIGEN Wersheit in the library of the Sankt Nıkolaus Hospital
1n Kues (Cod. Cus 115) Regarding the connectlion wıth Ruysbroeck,
Nıcholas of ( usa’s wıth the Rooklooster Car Brussels chould
be emembered. In this cloister the spirit of Ruysbroeck’s teaching WAas

kept alıve long after the death of the mMaster. (One chould point urther
( usanus’ friendship wıth Denis the Carthus1ian who WA4S the OMNC

conter the epithet admirable Ruysbroeck.

(seometric figures such the line, the CIFGIE: the triangle, the sphere Afe distinct TOom
ONC another long STay wiıthin the realm of the finite When ONEC brings them
infinity, phenomenon of coincidence of these figures will arıse. (One INay speak of
S  a colincidence of opposites S1INCEe UrvVe becomes stra1ght line anı straight line
becomes IV Kvery figure 18 identified wıth all the others but, AT the SAailllıc time,
OILLC CAaNnnNOT speak of actual realisation of the coincidence of opposites because Fhis
approaching of a [imıt destroys the geometrical fi9ures all by identifying them with ON  @' another.
TIhe coincidence CAaNNOT be realised in the Order of quantity. THe infinite line does NOT

EXISE: Just the highest number the MOSLT extended body does NOT X1St. However,
thanks quantity, have pre-sentiment of what really happens the level of
being, which 1s the absolute maximum. COUNET, Mathematiques ef dialectique (as quoted
in 192193 (italics added).
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\Which particular WETIC rtead Dy Niıcholas of (usa wıill NOT be the
1issue Cr (Jur maın a1m 1S cshow that he had assım1iılated and telt close

tradition wıth 1ts particular themes. Ihe quotations wıll SETVC AS

ilustrations of these themes.
Let us wiıith Ruysbroeck wh: 1n his Iıe gECSLELLKRE rulocht (The

spiritual espousals) established StrongS link between »rıheit (freedom)
and the doing AWdAY wıth images. Ruysbroeck explains in particular »hoe
w1 innıiıcheit fonderen selen 1in onverbeelder vriheit« Ihow ch found
intimate unity teedom without images]. Images AL indeed cons1id-
ered be obstacles in the spiritual DYy the mMYystiC of Groenendaal.

Transposing thıs idea the COMNTExT of ('usanus’ reflections SC-
OMETLLY, ONC INaYy SaV that the dissolving of geometrical figures 1S WAdY of
freeing them from their limitations in attempt find their founding
SOUTCE TIhe word ınnıcheit which outside the CONTExXT of Ruysbroeck’s
writings, chould normally be translated into something like MNUMAaCY«,
aCqulres richer meanıng wıithin this realm of thought because of 1ts
resemblance wıth enicheit unity. TIhe word Innicheil, therefore, AT the SAarIL1IC

time calls interlor aCt1v1ty and the establishing of unity oth
aSPECTS AL Clearly present in what OHAC. might term AS (usanus’ geomEetr1IC
Entbildung.

Let us 110 consıider another PAaSSAaQC from Die gEOSLELLRE brulocht, in
which advanced of spiritual liıfe 1S presented. Ihe fourteenth

Flemish mystic CC describes the myster10us CONTACT that the
seeker of (350d (T  - establish wıth the object of his Ruysbroeck
O€es by using words hıch each call essent1al aSPECTS of (usanus’
geometrical figures in mMotl0n. In the following shall discuss four dAaSsS-

> referring the italiciısed of the quotation.
(Ruysbroeck has Just discussed Lype of PesSt |raste| hich he rejects as

dangerous an then 1it supernatural of Fess“; which the
true mystic CAH hope fOf.)

»Dese aste 1s contrarie der overnatuerliker rasten, diemen in God besit; WwAant dat
C1)  @ minlike ontvlotenheit met 1NeN genvoldigen INSICHE in onbegripelirer claerheit. Dese in
Gode, die altoos mMet nnigher begheerten werkelike ghesocht wert nde in ghebru-
keliker neighingen vonden wert nde in ontvlotenheden minnen ewelike beseten
Wert ende [s0 heseten jet LE IIN ‚ghesocht WEeNT, dese Aste verhaven boven raste der
Nnaturen alsoe hoghe Ise God verhaven boven allen creaturen.«

10 »Lhis type of Frest 15 CONtrary the supernatural Lype of FreSst which OIC DOSSCSSCS in
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Ontolotenheit

his word 1s OUuil detrived from the past particıple of the erb ontvlieten
which O€eSs NOT ex1Ist AaLLY longer 1in Dutch Modern Dutch St1 has ONTL-
vlzeden, which JLO TU  e AWAY from«, well A4AS ”Lieten wıithout the
prefix -ONL, hich »TO L11  5 like f1VEL«, and finally the Oun yliet,
hıch »d small fiver«. IThe closest 1n meanıng the 1ddle Dutch
ontVlieten 15 doubt the KEnglısh erb I0 Jleet, which »TO vanısh«.
Makıng images vanısh 1S. dASs explained before  9 what (Cusanus under-
took 1n the realm of DSCOMELLY.

meL ENHEN CENVOLALGEN INSICH

Another analogy les 1in what Ruysbroeck describes ASs »A simple V1S10NK«,
idea which should be related the OM irection and the inalterabhle

progression which characterises the motion of the geometrical figures.

IN onbegripeliker claerheit

Ruysbroeck speci1fies that this v1is1on 1s lıke see1Ine 1in incomprehensible
cClarıty, deliberately contradictory expression which 1s AaS eminiscent of
Nicholas G (‚usa’s terminology 1t 1s of that sed Dy Denis the Are-
opagıte. Applyıng 1t the figures in motion, INay remark that al-
though CVCIY of the progression exemplifies the limitations of OUr

intellectual capacıties, the figures also contaın promise of OUur efforts
coming PERLtr 1in higher understanding which, from purely rational
pomnt of VICW. 11 be incomprehensible (oxbegripelik).

God because this latter type of Testi IS Vanıshing wıth love, by SCEINQ n{h szmmple ISION
through Incomprehenstble clarıty. his Lype of FTest in God 1 the supernatural res
hich 1s always really searched for wıth intimate desire an found in Joyful tendencies,
anı which 1s eternally possessed through vanıshing with love, and which although POS:
sessed ZS nevertheless searched for, this Lype of FesTt 1s superlior the natural ONC in the WaYy
(s0d 15 superio0r tTEALALUrES.« Iranslation: RUYSBROECK, Öbpera OMNLA, 3) Die
geestelike brulocht, Ruusbroecgenootschap ed (Tielt/Leiden
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ende ALsO heseten nıet Le MN ‚ghesocht WEert

Finally, Ruysbroeck describes the supernatural rest ASs what C(HA€E might
FE as eDEeCLasIS. (One POSSCSSCS thıs FsSt but ()11E nevertheless searches for
it. Ir possible HEE agaln relate this (Cusanus’ SeEOMELLY in
mMotl0on. Although CVCIY single of the progression makes us

of OUTr NOT possessing the coinciden Ha OPPOSLOTUM, the figures A the SAa”di1LlE

time do establish LrUuSTt 1n 1ts and in 1ts inevitable accomplish-
TMent In that they K  — be sa1d be satisfyiıng Dy allowıng for
continued search.

In ther Ruysbroeck specıifies that the vision of hich the
seeker of God 1s capable about hoven vedene (above beyond
easOoN) and hoven MOdus (above beyond mOdus). It 1s indeed through
FANSSUMPMLO, by moving beyond OUr rational faculties, that ISIO intel-
lectualis becomes possible. Ruysbroeck makes HSE of the expression IN
ONWISE reter characterised Dy the absence of ALLY modus. It 1s
interesting K that modern colloqutal Dutch still A a word that 1s
INanıy WaVS tfeminiscent of respectable mystical past \YVhat A A1m-
ing AT eErTe 1s the use of the adverb OMWYS, intensifier typically COM-

bined wıth adjective such 4S g0ed 00 that 0OMWYS 20ed
»terriDly S00 IMOTEC correctly »exXcessively 0040«. TIhe tact that the
word calls C XCHSS 1n colloqutal modern Dutch Dy
coincidence. In ONWISE, 1n Ruysbroeck’s writings, also CEXPICSSCS CXCESS Aat

the SAaINC time indicating the absence of particular modes.
oming back the MOVINS {1gures, OLNC ( Say that the dynamıcs

behind them pushes them IN ONWISE, beyond particular WAaVYS,
ticular modi of CONCEIVINS representing. We would like SuUuSgESL that
the phenomenon of Entbildung might be described 1n semi10t1ic >
distinguishing between the denotational and volıtional aSPECTS of the
meaning of s12N. One CAaNnNOT object considering Niıicholas of ( usa’s
MOVviINg geometrical configurations AS S19NS. As such, they A enO-
ational CONtTENT hıch corresponds the visıble lines, AaSs well aSs voli-
onal alue hich corresponds what they a1m AT It 110 that
(Cusanus 1Ss progressively emptying the s1on of 1ts denotational CONTENT 1n
order keep the purely volitional. He pushes the mMOdus SzONLfCcaNd! 1ts
liımits an! makes WYS into OMWYS, WISE 1Into UNWISE. Nıcholas of (usa’s
vanıshing geometrical figures, which the denoted in order
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Q1ve WaVYy the purely intentional, INay well be cons1idered examples of
destructones mMOdz SLONY]LCANdAL.

Let us also, havıng considered Ruysbroeck, o0Ok hATt Entbildung 1in the
German tradition. IO eister Eckhart, doing AWAV with images 1n OLMC-

self WAS WaYV of finding the hidden image of G6d Hıs STAatement »In der
11verborgenheit lit da bilde« applies perfectly the ultimate, invisible

hıich Nıcholas of (‚usa’s figures tend. SCUSE, wh' 1nı
wıth Ruysbroeck and Eckhart considered images be obstacles ‚581 the
spirıtualS believed, Just like them, that God Can only be approached
beyond rational thinking and Dy refrainıng from looking tor him in Daf-
ticular WaYysS his 1S strongly expressed in the following ftrom
his Viata »wI1Ie kan InNnan bildlos gebilden un! wiselos bewisen, da ber
alle sinne un ber menschlich vernunft ist«.  12

Although systematic reflection geometrical configurations 1s absent
from Seuse’s works, there 1S intriguIng example of abstract figure,
hıiıch 1s part of complex illustration 1n fourteenth manuscrfmpt
belonging the collection of the Library of Berlin (r figure 3210

TIhe iılustration rCeprEeSCNLS the mystical path according Seuse. In the
LOP eft-hand COINCr, the abyss of the eternal („otheit (Divinıity) 1s FCDIECS-
enten: hıiıch has particular modus anı hıch has neither beginning
1107 C1 TOmM this abyss proceeds the Trinity and 1t 1s into this abyss
that, wıth the Trinity, the soul wıll eventually disappear. The abyss 1s
represented Dy three cConcentric circles configuration hich C4n be
interpreted A both dynamic and vanıshinge.

Seuse’s abyss DaVC fise oraphical visualisıng, but he referred
INanıy IMOTC images about hich Bizet in his Henryı USO el [e
declin de IA SCOLASLIGUE, »L/esprit s’oriente Aans HE perspective OUu la mul-
tiplicite s’ordonne Ccirconscrire l’indefinissable unite«.!* Clearly thıs Can
be sa1d of (usanus’ SCOMELLY 1n motlon.

»In hiddenness les the image.« MEISTER FCKHART, DJeutsche Werke, ed Pfeiffter,
(Göttingen 251
»How CA)  e} OI1LC picture without pictures, aM point OUuUtTt without poiting, that which 18
beyond all SCI15C5 and beyond human intelligence«. J.-A BIZET, Henryı S4SO el [e declin de
IA SCOLASLLGHE (Parıs 278

153 SEUSE: Deutsche Schriften. Hrsg. MS Biıhlmeyer (Stuttgart FO; Cap
»Lhe nd chooses adopt perspective 1n which multiplicı orders itself in such
WaV CeNTre around the undefinable unity« BIZET, Henrı S4S0O (as quoted in 12)
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adopts when he brings together opposites such as and straight
nes Ihere C4M be doubt that ( usanus WAS worthy ollower Ot the
princıiple which Seuse explicitly tormulated ASs hild mIl hıiılden trihben.

15 »the driving OuUtL of images through IMagEes«, c£. BIZET, Henrı SuUSsO (as quoted In F2),
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