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The Cosmographia, a work by Bernardus Silvestris, is one of the most
prominent philosophical texts of the twelfth century. It narrates the process
of creation in an allegorical form. The central issue of this study is to
examine the function of the concept of philosophical-allegorical
concealment, namely integumentum, as an epistemological strategy for
reconciling the cosmology of Plato’s Timaeus with Christian doctrines in
this work. The neglect of the role and function of integumentum in
Bernardus’s Cosmographia by some thinkers and commentators led them
to regard him as an atheist and heretic. This article examines how Silvestris
employs integumentum not merely as a literary ornament, but as a “method
for simultaneously expressing philosophical ideas and Christian
doctrines.” Through the use of figures such as Noys and Silva, Bernardus
envelops concepts such as divine intellect or providence and prime matter
within a mythological framework, without establishing a strict boundary
between philosophical concepts and Christian teachings. In Bernardus
Silvestris’s Cosmographia, integumentum is a method through which
“poetic storytelling” serves the presentation of “philosophical concepts
and Christian doctrines.” By referring to Bernardus’s commentaries on the
works of non-Christian philosophers such as Macrobius and on literary
figures such as Virgil and Ovid, the Cosmographia can be read as a
philosophical sacred text.
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Extended Abstract

Cosmographia, by Bernardus Silvestris, is one of the most distinguished philosophical works
of the twelfth century. It presents the process of creation through an allegorical narrative. In
the history of medieval thought, the twelfth century occupies a pivotal position. Indeed, many
historians of philosophy have described it as the "Twelfth-Century Renaissance," while others
have characterized it as the "Spring of Feudalism." During the first half of the century, the
liberal arts (artes liberales) became the principal focus of intellectual inquiry, and numerous
treatises were composed to define their subject matter and methodology. Their significance
was such that Thierry of Chartres (Theodoricus Chartrensis) regarded them as the unique and
proper instrument of philosophy. In the second half of the century, however, the translation of
Arabic scientific and philosophical works into Latin—particularly under the influence of
Muslim scholars—introduced the study of natural philosophy and medicine into the
curriculum. Although Aristotle was known primarily as a logician, Platonic philosophy became
the dominant intellectual framework despite the limited availability of Plato's dialogues. In
particular, Calcidius' Latin translation and commentary on Plato's Timaeus formed the
cornerstone of philosophical education at the School of Chartres. The influence of this work
was so profound that Middle Platonism and Neoplatonism came to dominate the philosophical
landscape in the relative absence of Aristotelian natural philosophy. Most thinkers of the period
integrated the Platonic cosmology of the Timaeus with the philosophical concepts of Boethius.
Indeed, the influence of Boethius was so extensive that some scholars have characterized the
twelfth century as "the century of Boethius."

Within this intellectual context, the principal foundations of Bernardus Silvestris'
Cosmographia may be summarized as follows: (1) the work is fundamentally indebted to the
cosmology of Plato's Timaeus; (2) it reflects the intellectual spirit of the Twelfth-Century
Renaissance through its sustained attention to nature, science, medicine, zoology, botany, and
astronomy; (3) it constitutes a paradigmatic expression of twelfth-century Christian humanism,
devoting its second and considerably longer book to the creation of humanity; (4) it appears to
have been influenced in its astronomical discussions by the Latin translations of Muslim
scholars, especially Abt Ma‘shar al-Balkh's Kitab fi al-Nujim (De magnis coniunctionibus);
(5) its literary style is deeply indebted to Boethius' De Consolatione Philosophiae (The
Consolation of Philosophy); and (6) it reflects the philosophical doctrines of the School of
Chartres.

Bernardus composed the Cosmographia in the prosimetrum form, an alternating
combination of prose and verse. In adopting this literary structure, he was influenced
principally by Boethius' De Consolatione Philosophiae and Martianus Capella's De Nuptiis
Philologiae et Mercurii (The Marriage of Philology and Mercury). During the twelfth century,
the same literary form was employed by Adelard of Bath and Alan of Lille. Boethius'
Consolation served as the principal model for several important works of the period, including
De Planctu, De Eodem et Diverso, De Consolatione de Morte Amici, De Planctu Naturae, and
Bernardus' Cosmographia. Among these, Alan of Lille's De Planctu Naturae and Bernardus'
Cosmographia display the closest affinity to Boethius' masterpiece while themselves exerting
considerable influence upon subsequent medieval literature.
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Structurally, the Cosmographia consists of two books: Megacosmus (the macrocosm or the
universe) and Microcosmus (the microcosm or humanity). The first book comprises four
sections, the first and third written in verse and the second and fourth in prose. The second
book contains fourteen sections, with the odd-numbered sections composed in prose and the
even-numbered sections in verse. The work is fundamentally dramatic in conception. Its
allegorical figures perform distinct roles in the creation of the cosmos and of humankind, while
the entire narrative unfolds like a theatrical performance in which each character fulfills a
divinely assigned function.

The figures in the Cosmographia are not historical individuals but personifications of
philosophical and cosmological principles derived primarily from a Neoplatonic framework.
Consequently, the work employs both characterization and personification, transforming
abstract philosophical and Christian concepts into vivid literary figures. Bernardus' remarkable
literary achievement lies precisely in his ability to embody abstract metaphysical principles in
concrete and imaginative forms. The principal allegorical figures include God (Opifex), Divine
Intellect (Noys), Prime Matter (Silva/Hyle), Nature (Natura), Physis, Urania, the World Soul
(Endelichia), and Humanity (Homo).

The central concern of this article is to examine the function of integumentum as an
epistemological strategy through which Bernardus reconciles the cosmology of Plato's Timaeus
with Christian doctrine in the Cosmographia. The failure of some medieval and modern
interpreters to recognize the philosophical significance of integumentum led them to regard
Bernardus as heterodox or even heretical. This study argues that Bernardus employs
integumentum not merely as a literary ornament but as a hermeneutical and epistemological
method that enables the simultaneous expression of philosophical ideas and Christian theology.
Through allegorical figures such as Noys and Silva, he presents concepts such as the Divine
Intellect (or Providence) and prime matter within a mythological framework, thereby
dissolving any rigid boundary between philosophical speculation and Christian teaching. In the
Cosmographia, integumentum functions as a literary-philosophical method through which
poetic narrative becomes the vehicle for conveying philosophical truths and Christian
doctrines. Furthermore, Bernardus' commentaries on non-Christian authors such as Macrobius,
Virgil, and Ovid justify reading the Cosmographia as a philosophica pagina—a philosophical
sacred text.

Finally, the world portrayed in the Cosmographia possesses a profound historical
dimension. The conflict between fate and experience, the perpetual struggle between order and
violence in human history, Nature's initial petition to God, and the ultimate establishment of
human generation all reveal an enduring tension between the aspiration toward order,
perfection, and enlightenment on the one hand, and the persistent threat of chaos and
irrationality on the other. According to Noys, by attaining knowledge of the hidden causes of
things and mastering the mysteries of nature—which constitute humanity's natural right—
human beings ultimately transcend earthly existence: they are no longer "uninvited guests," but
ascend to the heavens and assume their rightful place among the stars. Bernardus' fundamental
objective in composing the Cosmographia is therefore twofold: first, to expand the horizon of
rational inquiry by affirming the dignity of both humanity and nature; and second, to reaffirm
the profound correspondence between fallen humanity and the divinely ordered structure of the
natural world.
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I De eodem et diversio

2 Adelardus.

3 philosophia

4 philocosmia

> De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurri
¢ Consolation de morte Amici

7 Lawrence of Durham.

8 De Planctu Naturae

° Alanus de Insulis.
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! Aniclaudianus.

2 Cupido

3 Macrocosmus

4 Microcosmus

3 Natura

® prime materie confusione

7 Noys

8 Dei providentia

® Mundus pulcrius poliatur humiliter implorat

19 Urania.
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! Extramundanus creditor esse deus

2 opifex

3 Sic opifex, ut in ante queant ventura videri
4 opificem

5 Ibi summi et superessentialis dei sacrarium
¢ Tugaton
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! Celum ipsum deo plenum est

2 Unitas deus, diversum non aliud quam Yle

3 Noys deis orta deo

4 Usia prima genuit non in tempore sed ex €o quo consistit eterno

5 Noys ego, scientia et arbitraria divine

® ad id ergo debita melioration curandum divina Providentia circumspexit
7 confuses ordine

8 informibus expolitione

% Dei intellectus

10 Textus temporis

' Porro dei voluntas omnis bona est

12 Vivit Noys, vivunt exemplaria: sine vita non viveret rerum species eviterna
13 Divine voluntatis
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! Exemplis eternarum

2 Endelichia

3 Ventum est ad hominem, in cuius, conpositione bonum est, michi nec displicet, si sodalist societas operam
quoque sue sedulitatis adiungat

4 Silva hyle

5 Inter bonum malumque disposita

¢ Silvestris, video, obsolescere demutarique malignitas non poterir ad perfectum
7 Generationis uterus indefessus

8 Inconsistens

° Convertibile huius et illius conditionis

10 Qualitatis et forme

! Elabitur incognitum

12 De materia formaque

13 Turbidius vel inpensius

14 Filia Providentia
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! Quas vocatis artificibus iri perspicit properatum
2 Urania

3 Uraniam mearum sedium assistricem

4 Endelichia

3 Phisim in inferioribus reperies conversantem
® Theory, Practic

7 Gramison

8 Artifex

° Fantasia

10 Rationi

I Memoria
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' Homo

2 Opificem

3 Visum est michi in homine fortunam honoremque opersis terminare

4 Mentem de cello, corpus trahet ex elementis

> Humane sementem anime, ex Endelichia iam create; corpus, ex elementis massa

¢ Providencie speculum Uranie, tabulam fati Nature, et tibi, Physi, librum recordationis exhibeo

7 minori mundo

§ Imarmene
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!'Secular allegory

2 allegoria

3 Genus’s doctrine figura est. Figura autem est oratio quam involucram dicere solent. Hec autem bipertita est:
partimur namque eam in allegoriam et integumentum. Est autem allegoria oratio sub historica narration verum
et abexteriori diversum involvens intellectum, ut de lucta Jacob. Integumentum vero est oratio sub fabulosa
narration verum claudens intellectum, ut de Orpheo. Nam et ibi historia et hic fibula misterium habent occultum,
quod alias discutiendum erit. Allegoria quidem divine pagina, integumentumvero philosophice competit.
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! Obscuris vera involvens
2 Juno

3 Verum intellectum

4 Misterium occultum
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! Divina pagina
2 Philosophica pagina
3 Allegoria in factis
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5 Allegoria in verbis
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