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Passagen-Werk, known in English as The Arcades 
Project.2 For in this ‘moment’, time and space inter-
sect in almost mystical fashion to reveal the author’s 
ambition. The reference appears in a letter to Gretel 
Adorno dated 16 August 1935, in which Benjamin 
writes: ‘This much is certain: the constructive 
moment means for this book what the philosophers’ 
stone means for alchemy’.3 Benjamin’s allusion 
to alchemy and the philosophers’ stone is intrigu-
ing. For, what does alchemy, the art of transmuting 
base metals into gold, have to do with construct-
ing a book? To be sure, Benjamin’s reference to 
alchemy has not gone unnoticed among scholars 
and some take it as evidence of an ‘alchemical 
element’ in Benjamin’s work.4 It is certainly true 
that references to alchemy and alchemists abound 
in Benjamin’s work, but commentators have never 
seemed to interpret them as anything other than a 
metaphor. Hannah Arendt, for one, seems to have 
been somewhat puzzled by a comparison Benjamin 
makes (in his essay on Goethe’s Elective Affinities) 
between the task of the literary critic and the work 
of an alchemist:

The critic as an alchemist practising the obscure art 

of transmuting the futile elements of the real into the 

shining, enduring gold of truth…  whatever we may 

think of this figure, it hardly corresponds to anything 

we usually have in mind when we classify a writer as 

a literary critic.5

If the figure of the critic-as-alchemist seems a 
little unusual to Arendt, we should perhaps remind 

To D.H.

Introduction
The writing of a PhD thesis has, so this paper argues, 
its ‘moments’ – of discovery, of despair, of truth, of 
revelation and even, as some claim, of Barthesian 
jouissance. These ‘moments’ are fairly self-explan-
atory to anyone who is, or has been, going through 
the process of writing a doctoral dissertation. Yet, 
it must be noted that these ‘moments’, for what-
ever they’re worth, do not usually extend beyond a 
writer’s internal experience: they lose much of their 
peculiar, emotional intensity once they have passed 
through experience and become absorbed in the 
text. And yet, who will deny that such moments – 
particularly those of discovery – also drive academic 
research? To want to think seriously about these 
instances of impassioned engagement – the ‘highs 
and lows’ of a PhD – may strike some as ever so 
slightly pathetic (I will come back to the use of this 
term later), especially in an academic context. And 
surely, the significance of these ‘moments’ to a 
thesis can appear highly significant and meaning-
ful from one point of view, but entirely trivial and 
arbitrary from another. But let us, for now at least, 
persist in our task and ask: How is a thesis consti-
tuted around these moments?1

Benjamin’s ‘Constructive Moment’
Now, when it comes to talk about key ‘moments’ in 
the writing of a doctoral thesis, it is worth recalling 
what cultural theorist Walter Benjamin referred to as 
the ‘constructive moment’ with regard to his famous 
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to remove the ‘re’ before ‘construct’, when referring 
to our task as readers. Still, the word construction 
may seem a little too learned for our purpose; it is 
a good metaphor, but it doesn’t capture the mate-
rial reality of the task at hand. Which is perhaps 
why Rolf Tiedemann, editor of the Passagen-Werk 
in German, speaks in terms of ‘building’: ‘The frag-
ments of the Passagen-Werk can be compared to 
the materials used in building a house, the outline of 
which has just been marked in the ground or whose 
foundations have just been dug.’10

 To speak in terms of building (and digging) 
is clearly much more down to earth and partly 
recovers the material status that the Arcades, as 
architecture, have. In a melancholy reflection on 
the unfinished aspect of Benjamin’s project, Tiede-
mann further notes that: ‘Perhaps even the building 
Benjamin did not manage to build will delineate 
itself before the imaginatively speculative eye in 
shadowy outlines.’11 

 With Tiedemann’s reference to building we are 
approaching Benjamin’s Arcades in a way that 
suggests a different kind of ‘project’: one that is 
architectural as well as literary. This interpretation 
can be related to the word Benjamin uses in refer-
ence to his ‘Early Drafts’ for the Passagen-Werk, 
which he calls Frühe Entwürfe, since the German 
Entwurf can mean design as well as draft. Yet, to 
see Benjamin’s Arcades as a work of architectural 
design requires an adjustment of our conventional 
conceptions of architecture, writing and the PhD 
(regardless of the distinction between the ‘PhD in 
Architectural Design’ and the ‘PhD in Architectural 
History and Theory’).12 For, if Benjamin can be said 
to write arcades, just as some are said to ‘write’ 
books, architecture can take any form, including 
that of a suitcase filled with manuscript notes, a box 
containing index cards or, indeed, a book.13

 Moreover, the notion of ‘outline’, as invoked 
by Tiedemann, is one that ties design and writing 
together, for we draw the outline of buildings, not 

ourselves that the popular perception of alchemy 
during the twentieth century was, and still is, heavily 
tainted by nineteenth-century Romantic visions of 
solitary alchemists working away amid their cruci-
bles and retorts in badly lit laboratories. A closer look 
at the historical context in which actual alchemists 
operated shows, however, that alchemists were 
often prolific writers and, far from living an isolated 
life, associated with some of the most powerful 
courts in early seventeenth-century Europe. This 
insight must be attributed in good part to the pioneer-
ing work of Frances Yates, who has brought to light 
the crucial role writing and publishing plays in the 
work of alchemists like Robert Fludd and Michael 
Maier.6 More recent scholarship has also shown the 
importance of alchemy in the rise of the laboratory 
as a new space for scientific experimentation in the 
same period.7 But how could this historical ‘moment’ 
also be ‘constructive’ of a thesis? Here, Benjamin’s 
idea of a ‘constructive moment’ may offer a means 
to understand how different temporalities (historical 
time, thesis-time, etcetera) intersect in the pursuit 
of a PhD. As the editors of a special issue of New 
Formations, devoted to a revaluation of Benjamin’s 
Arcades, put it:

It follows… that what is most crucial about the 

‘constructive moment’ is the relationship between the 

structural principle and the moment of its actualisa-

tion; and at this point we, as contemporary readers, 

must take full account of the passing of Benjamin’s 

moment.8

Needless to say, the passing of Benjamin’s moment 
is a particularly tragic one, as Benjamin died before 
seeing the Arcades Project published. But here also 
lies a challenge, as the actualization of Benjamin’s 
Arcades now depends entirely on our ability, as 
readers, to reconstruct the Arcades in some way.9 

Benjamin left to posterity a collection of fragments: 
bits of text – quotations from a broad selection of 
historical sources – for which the organizing princi-
ple was never fixed. Hence, it may even be better 



167

image is an allegorical expression of the volatile 
element Sulphur that is contained by Argent Vive 
(quicksilver) in the alchemical vessel. All of Maier’s 
emblems are in this way allegorical expressions of 
chemical procedures.15

 In recent studies of Atalanta Fugiens, Michael 
Maier’s emblems have prompted a number of 
critical feminist readings that interpret the first 
emblem from a psychoanalytic point of view as an 
expression of ‘womb envy’.16 According to this inter-
pretation, the man represents the figure of Hermes 
Trismegistus, mythical founder of alchemy, whose 
pregnancy symbolizes ‘the inseminating role of the 
male and, even more explicitly, the desire to appro-
priate the function of maternity’.17 By implication, 
the alchemist, who is always male, thus metaphori-
cally appropriates an aspect of motherhood at the 
expense of women, who are often shown in either a 
nursing capacity or as engaged in domestic work.18 

 I have, at times, wondered whether the thesis, 
this ‘brain child’ of mine, is similarly expressive of 
a case of ‘womb envy’. The centrality of Maier’s 
Atalanta Fugiens in the thesis certainly suggests 
that my encounter with the emblems was, quite liter-
ally, pivotal to the thesis and the PhD as a whole. 
Yet, the above interpretation also seems problem-
atic. Its dismissive tone and promise of hermeneutic 
closure certainly seem somewhat premature. 
Having said this, I do suggest in the Preface to the 
thesis that there is a way in which the thesis might 
fulfil a psychical function in transforming an early 
memory of motherhood. I must have been about 10 
years old, or younger, when I produced a number of 
little pamphlets containing poems and short stories, 
which I was proud to show to my mother, who, it 
will be noted, had been pregnant twice since my 
birth. My mother, who worked as a translator, had 
her office in the room next to mine, where she was 
working on her master’s dissertation (in compara-
tive linguistics). My most vivid memory of this time 
relates to the sound of typing that came from my 

their mass or their weight. ‘Outline’ is also the 
word by which we refer to the overall structure of a 
doctoral thesis and, as such, one that never ceases 
to haunt the doctoral student, as it is constantly 
under review and never quite fixed in the process. 
But if the ‘Thesis-Outline’ is always under review 
and changing, and never quite so stable as we 
might like to think, how can we speak of a ‘construc-
tive moment’ in the singular? Do we not run the risk 
of putting too much weight on something that is still 
waiting to ‘actualize’? Personally, I find it extremely 
difficult, if not impossible, to locate the equiva-
lent of a constructive moment in time that could 
apply to the actual construction, which my thesis 
is. I find it equally difficult to identify a ‘moment of 
conception’ that would mark the birth of the thesis 
as the product of a conscious intellectual effort. 
Then again, to what extent does the ‘constructive 
moment’ of a thesis not lie hidden in its conception? 
And: Is the structure of a thesis not already present 
in its conception – a conception as of its structure? 
Or does, on the contrary, construction, as process, 
compromise or alter conception in ways that cannot 
be foreseen? These are questions I’d like to explore 
further in the following five segments, each of which 
looks at one particular ‘moment’ in the genesis of 
my thesis, entitled Book-Building: A Historical Inves-
tigation into Architecture and Alchemy, which was 
submitted for a doctoral degree in 2010.

Conception
There is a rather curious image of (male) conception 
that can be found in a so-called book of emblems 
by German alchemist Michael Maier (1568-1622), 
entitled Atalanta Fugiens (1618).14 In this book 
the visual and verbal discourse of alchemy is both 
eroticized and gendered in the extreme. The very 
first emblem in the book shows a naked man with 
outstretched arms and hands that turn into turbu-
lent air [fig. 1]. He is visibly pregnant with a child, 
which is confirmed in the accompanying motto: 
‘The Wind carries it in its belly.’ According to Maier’s 
explanation that accompanies the emblem, this 
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Psychology and Alchemy showing alchemical labo-
ratories. One of the illustrations shows three men 
looking at a glass vessel on top of a small kiln [fig. 
2]. In his discussion of the image, Jung draws atten-
tion to the curious division of the space in which the 
scene is taking place:

On the right is a laboratory where a man, clothed 

only in trunks, is busy at the fire; on the left a library, 

where an abbot, a monk, and a layman are confer-

ring together. In the middle, on the top of the furnace, 

stands the tripod with a round flask on it containing a 

winged dragon…  .20

According to Jung the dragon here symbolizes ‘the 
visionary experience of the alchemist as he works 
in his laboratory and “theorizes”’. Jung further inter-
prets the spatial division of the picture as ‘a graphic 
illustration of the double face of alchemy’, whereby 
the laboratory and the library represent two sides 
to the opus alchymicum: one practical, the other 
theoretical. While the practical side of alchemy 
consists of ‘a series of experiments with chemical 
substances’ performed in the laboratory, the theo-
retical side is speculative and consists of building 
‘a more or less individual edifice of ideas’, with 
books.21 

 I did not engage critically with Jung’s interpreta-
tion until the moment came to decide what to do 
after graduating from Delft. As I considered my 
options and toyed with the idea of doing research, 
the image of the alchemist’s laboratory came back 
into view. It was at this time that the idea of a PhD 
was formulated through a research proposal linking 
my fascination with alchemy to architecture. In the 
first year at the Bartlett School of Architecture in 
London, where the PhD was undertaken, it quickly 
became clear, to my surprise, that, however esoteric 
the subject might have seemed, alchemy enjoyed 
great popularity as a metaphor in the discourse 
of architectural design.22 Another noteworthy fact, 
which gave the thesis a strong sense of urgency, 

mother’s study late in the evening after I had gone 
to bed. As I listened to her typing away on her grey 
Olivetti, I must have dreamed of one day typing 
away myself, no matter what. And when my mother 
gave me her typewriter, after she had bought a new 
one, my writing must have felt like an appropriation 
of her (intellectual, rather than biological) creativity 
– embedded as it seemed in the technology that the 
typewriter represents.

 In invoking this childhood memory, the Preface 
of the thesis aims to convey the pleasure I experi-
enced as a child in creating works using the humble 
means at my disposal, including a ball of blue wool 
which I found in my mother’s knitting basket and 
which I used to bind my stories. The Preface thus 
brings a child’s pleasure to bear on something as 
potentially dry and cerebral as a piece of academic 
writing. The 105 plates interspersed in the text of 
the thesis further fulfil the ambition I had as a child 
to treat word and image as equally important (I drew 
my own illustrations). Yet, in providing a founding 
myth for the thesis, this childhood memory does not 
in any way mark the ‘birth’ of the thesis as idea, for 
which we need to fast forward in time, to another 
beginning.19

Discovery
Let’s pretend for a moment that there was a true 
beginning, where the idea of the PhD ignited like a 
spark. Prior to this moment I had no, so to speak, 
conscious idea of what a ‘PhD’ is, let alone of what 
it might mean to write one. What I had was an 
intuition. I had just entered my second year at the 
School of Architecture in Delft. During this year, and 
the following years, I was closely connected to one 
of my paternal uncles, a notary and painter, whom I 
often visited at his home in the east of the country. 
It was during one of these visits, while browsing the 
shelves of my uncle’s library, that I came across 
Carl Gustav Jung’s Collected Works in a Dutch 
translation. I remember being struck by some of 
the illustrations appearing in the volume entitled 
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Fig. 1: Conception, or, Emblem I: ‘The Wind pregnant with a child’. Source: Michael Maier, Atalanta Fugiens (Oppen-
heim: Johann Theodor de Bry, 1618; repr. Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1964). Reproduced with permission from Bärenreiter 
Verlag, Darmstadt.
Fig. 2:  Discovery, or, Figure XIV: ‘Three Possessors of the Philosophers’ Stone’. Source: Daniel Stoltzius von Stoltzen-
berg, Chymisches Lustgärtlein (Frankfurt: Lucae Jennis, 1624; repr. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 
1964). Reproduced with permission from the Stadtbibliothek Ulm.

Fig. 1

Fig. 2
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Norton and Cremer) forms one ‘leg’ supporting the 
vessel that is the book. The title-page of the Golden 
Tripod thus confers upon Maier’s book the status of 
an alchemic experiment in writing and in publishing, 
based on the works of others. 

 My encounter with Michael Maier’s work in the 
British Library prompted a series of case studies 
centring on the published works of three alche-
mists: Heinrich Khunrath (1560-1605), Michael 
Maier (1568-1622) and François Béroalde de 
Verville (1556-1626). This doctoral equivalent of 
a ‘tripod’ is introduced at the start by a theoretical 
chapter and complemented at the end by a chapter 
on the work of Italian architect Antonio Filarete 
(1400-c1469), whose interest in architecture was 
alchemical. Historically, then, the thesis looks at two 
key moments: the heyday of alchemical publish-
ing during the first two decades of the seventeenth 
century and the rise of the architectural treatise 
during the Italian Renaissance. This conjunction of 
moments might seem a bit odd from a chronological 
point of view, but serves to underscore the impor-
tance of a spatial connection between the works of 
Khunrath, Maier, Béroalde de Verville and Filarete, 
for they all constitute the space of books as one of 
architectural and alchemical experimentation, for 
which the library and laboratory are the double-
faced manifestation in built form.

Despair
Among the many emblems that alchemists 
published during the first decades of the seven-
teenth century, there is one that depicts a somewhat 
eerie landscape, or seascape perhaps, battered 
by rain, hail and snow [fig. 3]. Flashes of lightning 
flare up in a clouded sky. There is no sign of life, 
which is unusual, because emblems nearly always 
contain figures in human, animal or vegetal form. 
This lack of recognizable figures lends the elements 
of nature a strange allegorical power. It is as if the 
stormy weather, caught in a momentary flash, is no 
longer what it represents, but the image of an inter-

was the global trend in naming spaces of architec-
tural experimentation ‘labs’ or ‘laboratories’ of some 
kind – Spacelab Cook-Fournier, responsible for the 
design of the Kunsthaus in Graz, Austria, being a 
case in point. In response to this phenomenon I 
wrote ‘that all these references to the laboratory 
are indicative of a tendency to want to situate archi-
tecture somewhere between magic and science 
– historically the realm of alchemy’.23

 In order to make sense of the current ‘alchemic’ 
conception of architecture, the thesis had, in other 
words, to look at architecture and alchemy histori-
cally as well as theoretically. And so, the PhD began 
with a trip to the British Library, where many of the 
key alchemical texts – the same that Jung had 
looked at and collected – can be found. It was on 
this trip (and others that followed) that an important 
discovery for the thesis was made. For, through my 
encounter with some of the primary sources, it first 
became clear that alchemists had a special interest 
in architecture, as evidenced in their use of meta-
phors such as the ‘THEATRE’, the ‘MUSEUM’, the 
‘CABINET’ and the ‘PLEASURE GARDEN’. This 
did not, however, constitute original knowledge.24 
The real discovery, so to speak, concerns the way 
in which these metaphors relate to an architectural 
conception of writing, publishing and the making of 
books.

 Take the image of the three men in the laboratory. 
This engraving originates in the title-page of a book 
by German alchemist Michael Maier entitled Tripus 
Aureus, or Golden Tripod, published in Frankfurt in 
1618.25 The subtitle of the book makes clear that 
the ‘tripod’ of the title is a reference to three texts 
by three different authors (Basil Valentine, Thomas 
Norton and John Cremer) which Maier translated, 
edited and collated.26 This means, however, that the 
tripod depicted in the engraving refers not just to an 
actual piece of equipment in a laboratory, but also 
to the literary equivalent of a tripod in the medium 
of print, where each individual text (by Valentine, 
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Fig. 3: Despair, or, Figure XXVIII: ‘A Meteorological Thing’. Source: Daniel Stoltzius von Stoltzenberg, Chymisches 
Lustgärtlein (Frankfurt: Lucae Jennis, 1624; repr. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1964). Reproduced 
with permission from the Stadtbibliothek Ulm.
Fig. 4:  ‘In victoriam dolo partam’, from Andrea Alciato, Emblematum liber (Paris, 1534). Reproduced with permission 
from University of Glasgow Library, Special Collections. 

Fig. 3

Fig. 4
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we learn in the caption, are caused by the unjust 
fate of Ajax who killed himself after having failed 
to convince a jury that he, rather than the cunning 
Odysseus, should be given the shield of Achilles 
in reward for the toils that he suffered in battle. On 
the tomb is inscribed the name ‘aiacis’ (Ajax), which 
contains the auditory sign of the hero’s suffering 
(Ai!). An earlier and somewhat cruder version of the 
woodcut appearing in the editio princeps of Alciato’s 
Emblematum (1531) presents an even starker and 
arguably more powerful image of the woman, stand-
ing next to the tomb of Ajax (whose name does not 
appear on the stone) and pulling out her hair with 
both hands [fig. 5]. More poignantly, the absence 
of any inscription on the tomb can be read as an 
invitation to project and inscribe the cause of one’s 
own despair. But whichever emblem we look at, it is 
the gesture that counts: pulling your hair out. There 
is nothing allegorical about that. It is what you do 
when you despair. 

 Alciato’s emblem of Virtue might be understood, 
then, as a metaphor for the unsung heroism that 
is required in the battle for a doctoral degree. But 
the tale of Ajax and his failure to win the contest 
also suggest that there is a danger in glorifying the 
labour involved. The thesis is not a mere flexing 
of muscles. The heroic aspect of a PhD must be 
weighed against the cunning it takes to pull off an 
original argument. After all, Odysseus shows that 
‘victory’ may come through a form of tactful deceit, 
which questions accepted ways of understanding 
the world. The same, we could argue, applies to 
received and tried methods of research in relation 
to the PhD. It is, one might say, a question of ‘cheat-
ing’ that is the very opposite of plagiarism. Which is 
what the thesis does in proposing a concept – book-
building – that overturns two saturated domains of 
knowledge (architecture and alchemy) by linking 
them, unexpectedly as it were, through a series of 
practices (printing, publishing, binding, typesetting, 
etcetera), each of which receives separate attention 
in the case studies.

nal experience, more specifically: a state of mind. 
The PhD, so this image suggests, can be your 
own mental tempest: it is the Shakespearian ‘sea-
change’ you seek to bring about through writing. 
But not without suffering. For, in contrast with the 
euphoric sensation that moments of discovery can 
bring, there are times when the writing of the thesis 
is downright painful. These are moments when you 
find that your sentences do not work (however hard 
you try) and that the mere look of your own writing 
suffices to make you nauseous. 

 Writing in general can be a painstaking and, 
indeed, painful process. The PhD, in a sense, 
champions the most painful of all. It institutionalizes 
it. How? Through rules of conduct. Take the practice 
of referencing, for example. Now, referencing can 
be a real pain. Virtually everything you say must be 
traceable to, and verifiable in, other sources. This 
requires great discipline. To be sure, there is nothing 
to be critical of here. A PhD is a PhD. Even print-
ing the thesis can be a pain, especially if a printer 
has to be fed manually, which can be very torturous 
when things go wrong (and things do go wrong). But 
this is all endured in the good faith of getting some-
thing done. There are, however, moments when the 
writing plunges you into a deeper kind of despair. 

 An image that I find particularly emphatic in this 
regard appears in Andrea Alciato’s Emblematum 
liber (1534), which founded the emblem book as 
a genre combining three elements to construct an 
emblem: a picture (in the form of a woodcut), a motto 
(at the top) and a caption, usually in verse, placed 
below the picture (also known as an epigram), 
all of which are generally understood to unite in 
one, often moralizing, verbal-visual message.27 

The picture in question shows a woman, symbol-
izing Virtue, seated on a tomb tearing her hair out 
[fig. 4]. In the background we see a mountainous 
landscape and to the left a solitary tree bent by a 
strong wind, looking like it is about to snap. The 
woman’s hair flows wildly in the wind. Her torments, 
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Fig. 5:  ‘In victoriam dolo partam’, from Andrea Alciato, Emblematum liber (Augsburg, 1531). Reproduced with permis-
sion from University of Glasgow Library, Special Collections.
Fig. 6:  Revelation, or, Emblem XXI: ‘Draw a circle out of the male and the female; next draw a square and from this a 
triangle; draw another circle and you will have the Philosophers’ Stone’. Source: Michael Maier, Atalanta Fugiens (Op-
penheim: Johann Theodor de Bry, 1618; 
repr. Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1964). Reproduced with permission from Bärenreiter Verlag, Darmstadt.

Fig. 5

Fig. 6
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the viewer into the space of the representation, 
like indexes, so that a form of alchemy could take 
place in the act of viewing.30 Although it is possible 
that this was indeed the intention of the artist who 
produced the drawing for the engraving, it must be 
noted that such a reading of Maier’s emblem seems 
somewhat contrived. For, in providing an explana-
tion (however erudite and academically justified), 
this reading reduces the emblem’s allegorical 
power to near-nothing by condemning the engrav-
ing to continue its life as an illustration to a theory, 
for which better examples could be cited.31

 To rescue Maier’s emblem we must bring the 
picture ‘back’ in relation to something other or differ-
ent (allos in Greek) that forms part of public life 
(agora) and which is spoken (agoreuein), if we wish 
to remain close to the etymological meaning of alle-
gory. Here, then, the image of Mars raising his sword 
above an egg opens a view onto an aspect of the 
PhD that is quintessentially dramatic and performa-
tive: the viva, proverbial hour of truth for the thesis. 
My own experience of the viva could certainly not 
wish for a better visualisation. The examination 
took place in a confined space (my supervisor’s 
office) and included, most crucially, a low table on 
which rested the thesis. The spatial set-up could not 
have been more symbolic. My attire, meanwhile, 
smacked of alchemy’s obsession with turning lead 
into gold: I wore a combination of grey shirt and 
grey trousers contrasted with yellow shoes and a 
golden Liberty tie – my own version, in other words, 
of an allegorical outfit (just as Mars, ‘bringer of war’, 
is dressed in a Roman soldier’s armour). 

 Not exactly a war-zone, perhaps, the viva can 
be a battle, though less between you and your 
‘opponents’ (as examiners are sometimes called) 
than between you and the monster that you have 
created, that is, the doctoral equivalent of Ladon, 
the hundred-headed dragon. But was my thesis 
sporting one head too many? When my examiners 
questioned the presence, in the thesis, of the final 

Truth
In constructing the thesis around a number of case 
studies, there may have seemed little room for 
error. The truth is that an entire chapter, devoted 
to a study of Jean-Jacques Boissard’s Topo-
graphia urbis Romae (1681), had to be excised in 
the process of writing up the thesis.28 It was in the 
course of a tutorial that the inclusion of a chapter on 
Boissard and his book on Roman antiquities was 
questioned and eventually dropped. Abandoning 
Boissard was not a pain-free operation, but certainly 
made easier by the prospect of publishing a confer-
ence paper on the subject.29 Also significant was the 
fact that some space was created in a thesis that 
was in danger of exceeding the maximum number 
of words (100,000). Moreover, in focusing on the 
works of three alchemists and one architect, the 
thesis appeared more structurally sound.

 Yet, what had seemed as steady as a rock and 
perfectly formed, was to be threatened with a poten-
tially deathly blow, the significance of which may be 
understood by turning to one of Michael Maier’s 
most striking emblems, which depicts ‘Mars smiting 
an egg with a fiery sword’, as the motto of Emblem 
VIII in Atalanta Fugiens tells us [fig. 6]. In this 
moment full of suspense, a literal ‘coup’ de théâtre is 
about to take place, any instant from a never-ending 
now, as the figure of Mars raises his sword above 
a large egg resting in upright position on a table. 
The scene takes place in an enclosed courtyard 
that, although clearly outdoors, contains a fireplace 
in which a fire is burning. The wall at the back has 
a rectangular opening offering a view down into a 
long corridor ending in a portal. Whatever we may 
think of this image, it hardly corresponds to what we 
usually have in mind when we think of the alchemist 
at work.

 The use of a single-point perspective in the 
construction of the tiled floor and, by extension, 
the corridor in the back wall, has prompted some 
to suggest that the raking lines are meant to draw 
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Fig. 7: Truth, or, Emblem VIII: ‘Mars smiting an egg with a fiery sword’. Source: Michael Maier, Atalanta Fugiens (Op-
penheim: Johann Theodor de Bry, 1618; repr. Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1964). Reproduced with permission from Bärenreiter 
Verlag, Darmstadt.
Fig. 8:  Jouissance, or, Emblem L: ‘The dragon kills the woman, and she kills it, and together they are bathed in the 
blood’. Source: Michael Maier, Atalanta Fugiens (Oppenheim: Johann Theodor de Bry, 1618; repr. Kassel: Bärenreiter, 
1964). Reproduced with permission from Bärenreiter Verlag, Darmstadt.

Fig. 7

Fig. 8
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picture, according to this interpretation, is a ‘revela-
tory image’ that must be understood as the product 
of a ‘momentary intuition which, all of a sudden, 
enlightens the observer’ – in contrast to allegorical 
images, which take time to interpret.35 

 Now, for an emblem to perform as a ‘mandala’, it 
is necessary that the three constituent parts of the 
emblem are in complete agreement with each other. 
Any kind of disagreement between picture, motto 
and epigram would, after all, distract the observer 
and delay any form of enlightenment. Yet this is 
precisely the case, for there are aspects of the 
picture in Emblem XXI that cannot be ‘explained’ by 
the epigram (and vice versa). It can be noted, for 
example, that the top of the triangle in the geometri-
cal figure fails to touch the outer circle, leaving a 
gap that is too big to ignore or qualify as a ‘mistake’. 
This incongruent detail contradicts what the epigram 
tells us, namely, that the triangle ‘should touch / the 
Sphere on every side’. This inconsistency between 
picture and epigram is completely meaningless, 
but no less significant as an imperfection in what 
aspires to be perfect, that is, the kind of totality 
associated with a symbol or ‘mandala’. Henceforth, 
sudden enlightenment gives way to an endless 
and potentially fruitless staring at a fundamental 
‘non-correspondence’ between motto, picture and 
epigram.36 

 Ironically, then, Emblem XXI marks a moment 
of revelation after all, for the thesis that is, but 
it is a revelation arrived at gradually, through 
time-consuming analysis and comparison. As for 
enlightenment, nothing is more shadowy and poten-
tially deceptive than allegory. Benjamin, in his study 
of the German Trauerspiel, already noted with great 
insight how allegory only ever aims to give a ‘false 
appearance of totality’.37 Behind this false appear-
ance of totality, Benjamin observes, everything 
crumbles and disintegrates according to the laws of 
a temporality specific to allegory emphasizing the 
transience of all things.38 In view of these insights, it 

chapter on Filarete’s Trattato di Architettura (1460-
1462), it seemed like a sword was raised above the 
proverbial academic egg. I could, however, instantly 
see their point. If there was any truth to what my 
examiners were saying, it was this: that the thesis 
could have focused exclusively on alchemists, 
whose work fitted neatly in a tight timeframe span-
ning the period between 1595 and 1618…  My initial 
response, therefore, was that, yes, the final chapter 
could have been omitted, but I argued in defence of 
the thesis that Filarete’s interest in architecture was 
alchemical and that his Trattato constitutes a unique 
example of book-building and the first to take the 
form of an ‘architectural book’ (libro architetton-
ico).32 A thesis without Filarete, as imagined by my 
examiners, would, in some sense, have been too 
good to be true. 

Revelation
There are emblems in the stock of emblematic 
material published during the sixteenth and seven-
teenth century that confuse scholars more than 
others. Michael Maier’s Emblem XXI is one of these 
[fig. 7]. The engraving shows an alchemist with a 
giant pair of dividers in his hands, demonstrating 
the construction of a geometrical figure on a wall. 
The epigram below the picture reads as follows:

Around the man and woman draw a ring,

From which an equal-sided square springs forth.

From this derive a triangle, which should touch

The sphere on every side: and then the Stone

Will have arisen. If this is not clear, 

Then learn Geometry and know it all.33

Maier’s reference to geometry (and to Plato in the 
two-page ‘Discourse’ accompanying the emblem) 
has led scholars to interpret the emblem as being 
related more closely to the world of symbols than 
to allegory. As one art historian writes, Maier’s 
Emblem XXI ‘does not contain such a narrative-
based allegory’ as can be found in most other 
emblems, ‘but functions rather as a mandala’.34 The 
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are divested from their attachment to the world of 
things (their gravity if we wish): it is a potentially infi-
nite play with, and of, signifiers floating freely in the 
ether of what Barthes calls the ‘Text’.43 

 It is sometimes hard to picture what an intellec-
tual like Barthes actually imagines jouissance to 
be, that is to say, concretely, as a sensation, rather 
than abstractly as an idea. Once again, an image 
borrowed from Michael Maier’s Atalanta Fugiens 
might be of help. This might also allow us to recover 
some of their didactic character, as emblems were 
always the domain of a dual interest in ‘pleasure’ 
and ‘profit’.44 The emblem in question is the last 
in the series: it shows a woman lying in a shallow 
grave, entwined with a winged dragon [fig. 8]. The 
scene takes place against a backdrop of scattered 
ruins, taken over by nature (proof of the transience 
of a civilization). The maiden appears to be life-
less or near death, as the dragon tightens his grip 
around her. Yet, her half-opened mouth suggests a 
strange state of bliss, which can only result from her 
embrace with the scaly creature. 

 Perhaps we should picture jouissance in the like-
ness of this image: as a kind of lovemaking where 
reader and writer, at the source of their encoun-
ter, are as inseparable as only lovers can be. As 
Barthes writes, jouissance is a ‘pleasure without 
separation’.45 But separation from what? From the 
works of authors who are long dead and buried:

Certainly there exists a pleasure of the work (of certain 

works): I can delight in reading and re-reading Proust, 

Flaubert, Balzac, even – why not? – Alexandre Dumas. 

But this pleasure, no matter how keen and even when 

free from all prejudice, remains in part…  a pleasure 

of consumption; for if I can read these authors, I also 

know that I cannot re-write them (that it is impossi-

ble to write ‘like that’) and this knowledge, depressing 

enough, suffices to cut me off from the production of 

these works.46

is curious that Benjamin’s acute analysis of German 
emblematic literature remains largely overlooked 
in the field of emblem studies.39 The same may be 
noted in regards to Benjamin and the figure of the 
alchemist, which may have its origin in his friendship 
with Gershom Scholem, who was an authority on 
the subject of Cabala and alchemy.40 More impor-
tantly, perhaps, Benjamin’s interest in the work of 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who was intimately 
familiar with the alchemical emblem books of the 
Baroque, fails to be recognized as an important link 
between Benjamin and the ‘alchemical element’ in 
his work.41 Awaiting deeper analysis, these connec-
tions at least suggest that Benjamin’s figure of 
the critic-as-alchemist is not fully abstracted from 
history, however unusual it may have seemed.

Jouissance
In view of the transitory character of the ‘moments’ 
which we are considering here, it may seem strange 
to consider the lasting effect they have on the 
thesis. Yet, in passing, a moment also lingers (on), 
sometimes to devastating effect. An issue of Times 
Higher Education (29 October 2009) calls attention 
to the potentially traumatic effects a PhD can have 
on those who undertake one, as when a student 
is given major amendments at the viva, or worse 
still, fails the viva altogether. The article suggests, 
however, that the potentiality of these events 
should not deter anyone from undertaking a PhD, 
if only because the PhD provides true occasions 
for Barthesian jouissance, that is, ‘rare moments of 
intense “orgasmic” pleasure in intellectual achieve-
ment’, which allow us to endure the process.42 But 
what should we understand jouissance to mean 
exactly? One thing we can be sure of: jouissance 
does not occur when you hand in a copy of the final 
thesis, at least not in the sense attributed to the term 
by cultural theorist Roland Barthes. For, the kind of 
pleasure that Barthes associates with jouissance is 
one primarily related to writing and so cannot occur 
‘after the fact’, so to speak. Jouissance, according 
to Barthes, involves an idea of play where words 
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de’s interpretation, jouissance arises as a term to 
denote a play between covers that is ‘without sepa-
ration’ between words and things or content and 
form.

Conclusion: The PhD-pathos
This paper has singled out a number of key 
‘moments’ in the process of writing a PhD – moments 
of discovery, of despair, of truth, of revelation and of 
jouissance – that are rarely discussed in any depth 
outside the conversations we have with friends and 
fellow-academics. In what constitutes another one 
of such moments – of reflection – this paper argues 
that these moments structure a thesis internally 
and, beyond the mere instant it takes to experience 
them, qualify the time necessary to complete the 
work. The paper suggests, therefore, that we cannot 
speak, in the way Benjamin does, of a ‘construc-
tive moment’ in the singular, but only of constructive 
moments in the plural. Constructive moments, then, 
are moments of change and mutation as much as 
moments of consolidation and fixation in the struc-
turing of a PhD. For Benjamin, the metaphor of the 
philosophers’ stone encapsulates the paradox of 
this process because it is both a fixing agent and 
a transmutative force in what alchemists refer to as 
the magnum opus, or ‘Great Work’.

 One may even ask whether the same is not 
also true for Benjamin’s own magnum opus, The 
Arcades Project. For is the principle by which the 
whole is constructed – as an assemblage of quota-
tions – not also the principle by which the whole 
constantly changes, is destroyed even? Plus, there 
may be a danger in attributing too much impor-
tance to one, mystical moment of construction. As 
the editors of New Formations observe, we should 
not dwell upon the passing of Benjamin’s ‘construc-
tive moment’ with ‘monumental pathos’, which they 
contend ‘could only be a fundamentally conserva-
tive, canonizing and non-dialectical response to the 
residual energies and after-effects of The Arcades 
Project’. In other words, we should be suspicious 

If Barthes felt separated from the production of 
great works of literature by the mere knowledge, 
worthy of a melancholic, that he could not ‘re-write 
them’, it must seem strange that he should continue 
to identify them with the names of their authors 
(‘Proust’, ‘Balzac’, etcetera). For, in naming them 
thus, Barthes upholds a rather conventional notion 
of authorship that he elsewhere aims to over-
turn.47 After all, why should it not be possible to 
rewrite Proust, Balzac, even – why not? – Alex-
andre Dumas? Examples to such effect exist, as 
shown in a recent work by artist Sharon Kivland, 
who reduced Émile Zola’s novel Nana (1880) to a 
mere paragraph citing only passages that talk about 
light, lighting effects and metaphors of light as they 
appear in the original text.48 

 The thesis shows that this type of rewriting and 
reworking has a precedent in the work of alchemists 
like François Béroalde de Verville (1556–1626), 
who offered contemporary readers an alchemi-
cal reading of a famous fifteenth-century text that 
is all about pleasure (at once erotic and architec-
tural), entitled Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (1499). By 
tracing the long history of reception and translation 
related to the Hypnerotomachia, from its reception in 
France during the sixteenth century down to Charles 
Ephrussi’s translation in the late nineteenth century, 
entitled Étude sur le Songe de Poliphile (1888) 
and, later still, Alberto Pérez-Gómez’s Polyphilo or 
the Dark Forest Revisited (1992), the thesis shows 
that, in the course of several centuries, translators, 
readers, commentators and editors were doing 
precisely that which Barthes thought impossible: 
rewriting books.49 Reading the Hypnerotomachia, 
in other words, was not a mere act of consump-
tion; it implied a complete transformation of the 
book, including the recutting and casting of letters 
used in typesetting the text. If some commentators 
found the Hypnerotomachia ‘unreadable’ (Charles 
Ephrussi for one), it was for this very reason: that 
reading demanded a rebuilding of the book, from 
cover to cover. And here, in the context of Béroal-
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that is, a fundamental instability and mutability 
of form, matter and mind. Yet, it is in this tension 
between an architectural principle of construction 
and an alchemical principle of change that thesis-
building is located.
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