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Ildebrando Clemente

The Power of Arché. On The Connections Between Nature and Architecture

Keywords: arché, architectural composition, nature, soul

The following text offers an interpretation of the
connections between the concepts of nature,
culture, and architecture. In particular, these
connections are developed based on a comparison
with the thinking of French architect Etienne Louis
Boullée.

When discussing the forces of nature, ancient
wisdom spoke of arche, original principles,
authentic commands that regulate and enable the
birth and formation of natural entities.

From this perspective, we can identify these arche
with the primary elements of pre-Socratic wisdom:
earth, water, air, and fire. These are the elements
that govern the cycle of the seasons, the temporality
of natural life, and the forms of nature.

Now, the analogy between the world of nature and
that of culture develops in the transition from the
idea of origin as a generative principle to that of
initiating something through a command.

The coincidence, in our culture, of principle and
command has given the idea of arche extraordinary
prestige. This value is clearly expressed, as the
philosopher Giorgio Agamben has shown, in the fact
that: “The origin is what commands and governs not
only the birth, but also the growth, development,
circulation, and transmission —in a word, the history
—of that which it gave rise to. Whether itis a being, an
idea, knowledge, or a practice, in any case, the
beginning is not a simple start, which then
disappears into what follows, on the contrary, the
origin never ceases to begin, that is, to command
and govern what it has brought into being."
(Agamben 2019). What is essential to architecture
about these archetypes? First of all, let us not forget
that architecture is a name composed of arche and
techne. Now, archetypes possess the force, or
power, to determine reality independently of human
will. In other words, archetypal elements elude all
forms of control and manipulation by humans.

| think it is plausible to assume that when Boullée
suggests that architects follow Nature, he is saying,
in a way, to conceive architecture as a free activity.
Free and careful to keep the right distance from
manipulations and interests external to its vocation
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and aspirations. In other words: a tool that helps
man in his search for a happy life. In the face of this
radical research, some of Boullée's reflections are
very striking:

“The first beauty is therefore that of life produced by
animated air: but where does animated air come
from? From gazes. They are the mirror of the soul and
therefore of life. Ah! It is in the gazes of an adored
object that we draw life and happiness! It is gazes
that announce the beauty of beauties, | mean, that of
our soul” (Boullee 1974).

If, as it seems, Boullée believed that architectural
invention must be based on the cycles of nature —
traced and ordered by the archetypes —then it can be
said that the very essence of architecture lies in its
power to capture the profound truth of the natural
elements.

Consequently, the architect's inventive power will be
all the more authentic the less it is subject to the
control of superstructures of reality such as, for
example, the technical-scientific apparatus or the
economy. Precisely for this reason, the power of
architecture is fully expressed when the architect is
able to align his inventions — on a rational and
emotional level — with the essence of nature, and
therefore with the profound connections that exist
between power, life, and freedom. Recognizing that
the principle, the command - the arche — dwells in
water, earth, air, or fire, is not merely drawing
a cryptic analogy. Rather, it implies recognizing
a gesture of thought that captures a profound
correspondence, of a metaphysical nature, between
nature and human action in relation to the
conception of reality and the construction of its
forms. Ultimately, it means recognizing the spiritual
and metaphysical heritage of the past as a living
force in the present. The considerations outlined
above will be illustrated through a number of
museum projects.



Figure 12. Project for a Mountain Museum, Casentinese Natural Park, Emilia-Romagna, Italy. Master’s Degree
Thesis by Rita Batani and Sara Stefanelli. Department of Architecture, University of Bologna, Academic
Year 2024, supervisor: Prof Clemente Ildebrando
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