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Mental operations, like physical tasks, can be more or less difficult. Some concepts are

harder to grasp than others, some mental tasks require time and careful attention, others

instead can be done quickly and without much effort. For these reasons, if physical labor

can be facilitated using tools, it is quite natural to look for implements to lighten the burden

of cognitive labor as well.

Yet, just like automatic production and reproduction of physical goods generates a crisis at

the level of authorship, for instance artistic authorship, thinking machines raise the same

questions for the automatic production of ideas. If a machine has generated our thoughts

for us, who is the real author of the concepts in our heads? The current technological

developments in AI research have brought similar questions to the fore, however it’s

surprising to discover that these discussions are far from new. Indeed, similar questions

have been posed for a long time, especially by people who were trying to achieve

something akin to an artificial mind, albeit with the means of their times.

One such effort is the work of sixteenth-century humanist Giulio Camillo, whose

posthumous book Idea del Theatro contains a model of what is, essentially, a device to

store information and even to produce new ideas based on the ones already recorded.

Furthermore, the difficult question of authorship is already posed in Camillo’s other

treatises, paired with a discussion of creative production on one side, and with imitation

and reproduction on the other.

In the Idea del Theatro or in Camillo’s other works such as Dell’Imitazione, we will not find

the answers to the issues we are facing with the technologies of today. However, these

texts reveal that behind apparently new questions there are longer standing issues related

to the use of implements and tools in cognitive activities, as well as to the deep connection

between the search for an artificial mind and our definitions of discovery and creativity.

Camillo’s “Theatre of Memory”

Camillo’s Idea del Theatro is an unachieved yet tantalizing project, a promise which did not

materialize and at the beginning only survived in personal notes, finally published in 1550

and in several reprints in the following century. In this text, Camillo describes a way to

organize a space, so that it may become the perfect arrangement to store information as
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well as to produce new knowledge. This design is informed in equal measure by Camillo’s

philosophical commitments to prisca theologia, the doctrine of a hidden hermetic

philosophy of the ancients, and by his literary and rhetorical position in the linguistic

debates of the Italian Cinquecento.

To describe this arrangement, Camillo imagines the semi-circular structure of a classical

theatre. The structure is not represented in the book through an illustration, but it is

described in detail in the text: in Camillo’s theatre the tiered seating is divided into seven

“columns”, or seven sections or slices. Each column is named after one of the seven

classical planets (Moon, Mercury, Venus, Sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn), and it is also

associated with one of the seven lower Sephirot of the kabbalistic tradition.

Fig. 1: Illustration of the Pola Roman theatre in Croatia

(no longer extant). From Architettura di Sebastian

Serlio […] in sei libri divisa (Venice, 1661 edition),

National Library of Poland,

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Architettura_di

_Sebastian_Serlio_in_sei_libri_divisa_1663_(280108).j

pg

Camillo’s Idea del Theatro does not contain any illustrations of the cavea or sitting area of

his design. However, an architectural perspective of a theatre appears, for instance, in the

Third Book of Architecture by Sebastiano Serlio, first published in 1541. We present the

illustration here to show the type of knowledge on ancient architecture that circulated at the

time.
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Adding a second dimension, these columns are intersected with rows, so that in ascending

order each column becomes split into seven parts. In this way, every part of the hemi-cycle

is denoted by unique, identifying coordinates. While the columns are named after the

seven planets of classical astrology, the rows represent the seven days of Creation, or

seven degrees that go from unity to plurality, and are named after figures or episodes of

classical myth. The first degree does not have a name, and in it each planet is described in

its more essential character, through astrological and mythological associations, as well as

through references to the angels and planetary spirits. From the second level on, the rows

are called: the Convivium (of the Gods), the Cave (of the Nymphs), the Gorgons,

Pasiphae, Mercury’s Winged Sandals, and Prometheus. Coming back to the image of the

theater, this means that the sitting area is divided into forty-nine parts, each one with a

unique name. For instance, saying that a place is “under Mercury, in the Gorgons” means

that it is in the second “column” or sector, and in the third row from the bottom up.

Finally, alongside his description of this system of coordinates, Camillo offers a set of

instructions of what type of information should be placed in each sector of the theatre.

Essentially, the content is already suggested by the literary, astrological, and philosophical

associations of the planet and figure that are inscribed in the coordinates. For example, he

writes that all knowledge pertaining to the technical arts that take place on the waters or

that have to do with water should be placed under the Moon, in the degree or row of

Prometheus, because the Moon has strong associations with the aquatic element, and

Prometheus represents all artificial instruments and tools made by humankind. Additionally,

the same contents can become charged with different meanings based on their position in

the columns and rows of the theatre. Thus, the theatre is not only a tool to store and

retrieve information, but also to explore knowledge more deeply, being led by the powerful

associations provided by the planetary columns and by the literary references of the rows.

In this way, the theatre crowns the ambitions of both the ars memoriae and the ars

combinatoria, helping its user retain information and produce new knowledge.
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Fig. 2: Mnemotechnic illustration with various figures,

from the Articuli centum et sexaginta adversus huius

tempestatis mathematicos atque philosophos (1588),

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Unnamed_Fig

ures.jpg

Decades after Camillo, Giordano Bruno also worked on mnemotechnics. His Ars Memoriae

contains many striking illustrations of how symbols and concepts could be arranged as

wheels to facilitate memorization. In another text, Articuli centum et sexaginta adversus

huius tempestatis mathematicos atque philosophos, he uses some of the figures

represented here to aid the reader in memorizing his mathematical arguments. However,

unlike the instructions of these arts, Camillo’s theatre is not an imaginary scheme that has

to be memorized to gain special insights. Instead, the author is rather specific about the

tangible materials that would be involved in this project, even specifying what parts of the

theatre would have to be painted, decorated with statues, with armillary spheres, or filled

with bound books. If one takes the text at face value, the Theatre was not a space to

imagine, but a project to build.
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Fig. 3: Camillos’s Idea del Theatro was published

posthumously and it does not contain illustrations of

the design of the theatre. However, the interest for

theatres in Renaissance humanist culture is attested

by the construction of the Teatro Olimpico in

Vicenza, and by the Teatro all’Antica in Sabionetta,

near Mantua. Francesco Scamozzi’s designs for the

Sabionetta Theatre are shown here, detail of

Vincenzo Scamozzi’s architectural plan for the

Sabionetta theatre, Vincenzo Scamozzi,

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Teatro_Sab

bioneta_Scamozzi.jpg

How did the theatre work to create knowledge?

Camillo’s theatre is a device that distinguishes between a structure, the contents stored

within this structure, and the operations that can be performed on them. How does it work

then? To Camillo, the human mind can go beyond individual subjects, and attempt to

become broad enough to embrace the whole universe. However, at that point it discovers

its limitations. To illustrate this situation, Camillo uses the metaphor of a person standing at

the level of the ground in a forest, who is unable to see all the individual trees. The theatre,

in this case, is like a hill, which offers an elevated point of view and empowers the human

mind to see things from a higher perspective. To a greater extent, Camillo writes that the

theatre can even bring the human mind above the Earth, and higher still beyond the skies,

because its structure reproduces the order of creation and revelation. For instance, its grid

of forty-nine collocations imitates Moses’ seven times seven ascents to Mount Sinai. Thus,

the theatre works as a material implement designed to encode both the order of nature and

the inspiration of the divine, so that all knowledge might become perfectly visible to the

human mind, unimpeded by the obstacles that it would find on Earth. It does not only allow

its user to store knowledge, but also eventually to gain access to all knowledge, because

each collocation reveals the correct position of a topic in the archetypal design of the

universe.

What the theatre cannot do, however, is to go beyond this system of coordinates. It cannot

achieve a type of knowledge that is so beyond what is presently known that there is no
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position for it. This might have been a crucial fault for someone who disagreed with Camillo

in matters of cosmology and epistemology, like most would do today. On his part, however,

Camillo chose this set of coordinates with the exact purpose to contain all degrees of being

and all aspects of creation in their range. There simply was no possible knowledge, in his

view of the structure of the universe, that did not have its assigned place in this design.

Camillo’s theatre, in short terms, functions as a heuristic tool to elevate the human

perspective, and it is designed based on Camillo’s commitments to a syncretic form of

hermeticism, Christianity, and Neoplatonic philosophy.

A second weak point in Camillo’s design is represented by the same critiques that were

addressed to the convoluted instructions of the manuals of mnemotechnics, even if the

theatre was a project for a material space: that it did not deliver on the promises made,

offering a convoluted design that could only lead to a repetition, not a production, of

knowledge. This, however, appears to be a pointless argument, as the two opposing

factions, the advocates of ars memoriae and their detractor, never genuinely reached a

consensus on what may be classified as “new knowledge”. For Camillo, knowledge is not

produced, but attained by acquainting the human mind with the superior order of things,

which is precisely what the theatre is supposed to do.

Knowledge, creativity, and authorship

The structure of the theatre reveals a precise idea of the role of the author in the

production of knowledge, alongside Camillo’s commitments to a humanist form of

hermeticism. Indeed, if knowledge is not produced but revealed, then the works of an

author have no intrinsic value in themselves, save for the fact they hint at truths already

present in the correspondences that run through creation, which the theatre represents

with its columns and rows. Camillo seems to have adhered to such an understanding of

authorship, however not without some difficulty, and not without the need to explain his

position and to defend it against potential critiques, which is precisely one of the functions

of his treatise Dell’Imitazione. In this text, Camillo argues that for every form of knowledge

there is a perfect model. For instance, Cicero’s writing represents what is most perfect in

Latin prose, and the best writing is bound to follow his example in language and style.

However, Camillo feels the need to state that imitating is not stealing, and that employing

an author’s language is different from intellectual theft (the difference between

“usufruttuarii”, users, and “manifesti ladri”, blatant thieves). Indeed, Camillo states that the

correct attitude is that of the bees, who collect something that they did not create but

shape it through their means in a way that fits their goals. Likewise, in the theatre literary

passages, images, and quotations are fragmented and separated, the role and the choices

of their authors disregarded in light of Camillo’s radical process of knowledge re-

classification. This points to the aforementioned understanding of the sources, which are

valuable only as hints that direct to a fixed, immutable, hidden knowledge.
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Camillo’s theatre was constructed as the perfect tool to reveal the deeper truth of things.

Today, few would accept the eclectic philosophical premises on which it stands. Fewer still

would commit to Camillo’s views about the structure of the cosmos. It would be

anachronistic to use the theatre to answer contemporary questions about intellectual

property and artificial intelligence. However, contrasting today’s situation with Camillo’s

device is useful in at least two ways.

First of all, when it comes to the ambition of creating implements to aid humans in their

thinking activities, Camillo’s theatre points to the fact that using tools raises questions of

authorship for thoughts just as it does for tangible material creations. Furthermore, it shows

that based on their relationship to their sources, thinking devices can simply be tools to

imitate, rather than to create new knowledge, and so they strongly depend on the sources

they look up to, be they Cicero or any other author taken as a model. 
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