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The representational stability of technical documents: From theatrum machinarum to Architectural Graphic Standards

Short Description

In 1572 Jacques Besson released Le Livre premier des Instruments Mathématiques et Mécaniques. The work depicts various machines and apparatus of Besson's devising. It was a best seller of its day, with at least nine different editions in five different languages: Latin, French, Italian, German, and Spanish. Over 150 copies of the work are available in public collections around the world with innumerable more in private collections.

Besson's work was the first of an entire genre of technical treatises generally referred to as the theatrum machinarum. The works are characterized by certain conventions: they are dominated by plates depicting machines and rendered in full perspective; they have little descriptive text; and they depict mechanical devices that may – or may not – be feasible.

Despite its age, in Le Livre Premier des Instruments we can see the origins of modern technical treatises. Certain plates resonate strongly with modern technical works such as Architectural Graphic Standards, commonly referred to as “The Bible of Architecture.” There are, however, significant differences between the two works. To our modern eyes, Besson’s creations seem impossible despite their realistic rendering while the various apparatus depicted in Architectural Graphic Standards seem perfectly possible despite their idealized representation.

This collision between the representational and ontological reality evinced in the two works presents researchers with both a quandary and an opportunity for study. Both Besson's work and Architectural Graphic Standards are documents that support “technoscience.” In Latour’s articulation of the worlds of engineering and science, documents and inscriptions cascade through various social groups in order to align and coordinate these groups. He refers to these inscriptions as “immutable mobiles”--  mobile because they can be transported among different groups and individuals, and immutable because they maintain their meaning and significance. 

The differences and similarities between Besson’s work and Architectural Graphic Standards provides an opportunity to explore this notion of immutability and its importance in studies of documents. Such a study addresses Frohmann’s call to explore “the ways in which inscriptions themselves are stabilized by virtue of their relationships to other members of the networks of heterogeneous elements constituting stable phenomena.” 

The study also addresses a shortfall in Latour’s own work. By combining engineering and science he conflates the epistemologies and goals of these two different fields and subjugates engineering under his general model of science: ongoing conflict to stabilize some concept of the truth. Since Besson’s work predates both the consolidation of modern science in the laboratories of members of London’s Royal Society and Elsevier’s development of scientific publishing, the stability of its representational format is remarkable. Continued study of the work yields greater insight on documentation than is afforded by Latour’s constricted purview of technoscience.

There are two approaches to assessing the concept of immutability in technical documents from two different eras. The first approach is to explore the differences in the representational practices of the documents. This task is sufficiently trivial to be banal. A more difficult task is to define the representational elements that have remained stable over the 450 years that separate the original introduction of Besson’s work and the ninth edition of Architectural Graphic Standards. 

A preliminary analysis yields four fundamental tenets underlying the stability in representational practices for technical documents. Two of these tenets relate to the relationship between text and image:

1. The image dominates the text

2. The text is crucial for establishing audience and disseminating the work

The other two tenets are related primarily to the production of the works

3. The author writes him- or her-self into the text. But,

4. Publication removes the author from the work

Each of these tenets will be explored using visual evidence from the source texts. Furthermore, the underlying social and economic factors for the development of these tenets will be explored.
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