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Abstract

The Cathedral of Beauvais stands as the most daring expression of Gothic engineering —an architecture that sought to raise stone
into light, yet ultimately revealed the limits of its own ambition. This paper revisits Beauvais through the lens of posthumanist
thought, tracing how human design, material behaviour, and structural geometry coalesce into a shared process of making.
Combining quantitative structural analysis with a hermeneutic reading of the cathedral’s form and collapse, it approaches Beauvais
as an architectural sympoiesis: a site where matter, gravity, and human craft act together to produce meaning. Drawing on
Haraway’s notion of sympoiesis, Latour’s theory of actant networks, and Braidotti’s concept of posthuman subjectivity, the study
interprets the cathedral as a distributed assemblage of agencies, rather than a monument of individual genius. In this light,
Beauvais’s collapse is not simply a failure of calculation but a moment of posthuman epistemology—a way of learning in which
technical limitation, material response, and human aspiration converge to redefine the very idea of construction and knowledge.

Keywords: Gothic architecture, Beauvais Cathedral, structural engineering, posthumanism, technical ambition, limit, collapse.

Introduction

In northern France, the Cathedral of Beauvais rises as a fragment of the impossible (Fig. 1).
Nothing in its silhouette evokes the serenity of Chartres or the fullness of Reims; instead, every
line of its structure speaks of vertigo—of the will to transcend the human condition through
technique—and of the threshold at which that will collapses. Its history is one of ambition,
failure, and endurance; a history that encapsulates a lesson modernity has not yet fully learned:
every creation that seeks to exceed the measure of man ultimately reveals the fragility of the very
impulse that engendered it.

Begun in 1225 (Fig. 2) (Murray, 1989), when Gothic art had reached its structural maturity at
Amiens and its symbolic equilibrium at Chartres (Crespillo Mari, 2020), Beauvais aspired to go
beyond everything known. Its choir (Fig. 3), completed around 1272, attained an interior height
of 48.5 meters (Rodriguez Elizalde, 2025a)—the greatest elevation ever achieved by a stone vault
in medieval Europe (Dios, 2019). That verticality, twice the height of Leon (Fig. 4) or Toledo
and far exceeding most of the French cathedrals such as Reims (Rodriguez Elizalde, 2025b,
2025a) or Amiens (Fig. 5), was more than an architectural feat: it was an ontological statement—
the attempt to turn matter into light, weight into prayer (Courtenay, 2016).
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Fig. 1. Exterior view of Beauvais Cathedral, photograph taken from the southeast flank (photo
by the author).
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Fig. 2. Overall plan of Beauvais Cathedral with annotated construction chronology (graphic by
Stephen Murray (Murray, 1989)).

by Choeur d’Hommes de La Villette (Cheeur d’Hommes de La Villette, n.d.) y de Francisco Pérez
Baquero (Pérez Baquero, n.d.)).
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48 The Fragile Sky of Beauvais Cathedral: Gothic Architecture

Fig. 5. Comparative analysis of transverse sections (nave height and buttressing system) of (a)
Notre-Dame Cathedral, Paris, (b) Amiens Cathedral, and (c) Beauvais Cathedral (drawing by the

author based on sections by Viollet-le-Duc (Viollet-le-Duc, 1868)).

But on November 29, 1284, part of the vaults collapsed (Murray, 2016; Wolfe & Mark, 1976).
What had once been the summit of Gothic aspiration became its most visible wound. Yet the
disaster did not extinguish the ideal: the builders rebuilt the choir, increased the thickness of the
piers at the arcade level (Fig. 3 and Fig. 6), reinforced the flying buttresses (Rodriguez Elizalde,
2025a), and added iron tie-rods (Fig. 7). They continued the work for centuries without
renouncing the dream (Murray, 1980). The cathedral was never completed; and yet, what has
stood for more than seven centuries still defies both gravity and oblivion (Benouville, 1891).
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Fig. 6. Piers at the clerestory level, which were doubled after the collapse of 1284'(ph0t0 by the

author).
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Fig. 7. Iron tie-rods in the buttresses of the apse area of Beauvais Cathedral (photo by the author).

All this constitutes a paradox (Murray, 2014): the paradox of a ruin that remains alive, the
paradox of an unfinished project that refuses to yield. And it is precisely this paradox that forms
the point of departure for the present study. Beyond its historical or stylistic interest, the Cathedral
of Beauvais represents a turning point in the history of construction: the moment when medieval
structural intelligence pushed its experimental logic to the very edge of stability—and, in doing
so, revealed the boundary between empirical knowledge and metaphysical aspiration.

From the perspective of the author of this article—a Doctor in Architecture and Heritage—
Beauvais constitutes an exceptional object of structural analysis. Yet from the standpoint of
contemporary thought, it also emerges as a symbol of the posthuman condition: an assemblage
in which the human, matter, and technique coexist, feed back into one another, and mutually
challenge their limits. The Gothic master mason, without calculations or algorithms, made of his
craft a dialogue between the human and the non-human (Gaitan & Acosta, 2011; Mas-Guindal
Lafarga, 2011): stone, gravity, and light (Valenzuela Montalvo, 2000). Within that dialogue, he
anticipated the very idea that posthumanist theory upholds today—that technical creation is not
an act of domination, but a continuous negotiation among heterogeneous agents.

This article therefore seeks to reinterpret the Cathedral of Beauvais as a posthumanist artifact
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that predates humanism itself. Its proportions, materials, and structural mechanisms will be
examined—its objective and measurable data—but also its symbolic meaning and
epistemological legacy. The analysis will explore how medieval builders, lacking modern
mathematical tools, managed to approach the material limits of stone through a method that could
today be described as experimental, and how that very method reveals a mode of technical
thought that is both empirical and spiritual (Mas-Guindal Lafarga, 2009).

In this sense, Beauvais is not merely a case study in historical engineering but also a mirror of
the human desire for transcendence through matter. Its collapse embodies a profound lesson:
technical progress does not lie in eliminating risk, but in understanding it as an essential
component of knowledge. The fall of the choir in 1284 was not an absolute failure, but a stage of
collective learning (Como, 2009; Murray, 1980, 1989, 2016; Rodriguez Elizalde, 2025a)—an
adjustment between human will and the resistance of matter. Like every work that measures itself
against infinity, Beauvais teaches that the highest form of technique is not that which dominates,
but that which listens.

In light of this interpretation, the cathedral emerges as a laboratory of constructive thought that
anticipates the contemporary condition of technology: complex systems in which human agency
no longer acts alone, but operates within a network of materials, algorithms, and energetic flows
that exceed it. Thus, the Gothic—understood as spiritualized geometry—approaches, in a striking
way, the horizon of posthumanism: both share a fascination with what transcends the scale of the
body and the measure of reason.

The following text develops this interpretation through an interdisciplinary approach. First, the
methodology employed to articulate the structural and symbolic analyses will be explained. Next,
the technical data of the cathedral will be examined and compared with other contemporary
Gothic constructions. The results will then be interpreted in light of posthumanist theory,
exploring the notions of material agency and the role of collapse as a source of knowledge.
Finally, the conclusions will show how reason, proportion, and meaning converge to demonstrate
that, in Beauvais, calculation itself becomes a form of culture—and that its sky, fragile yet
enduring, continues to question our own technical ambition (Taupin, 1993, 1995).

The objectives of this article are as follows:

e To reinterpret Beauvais Cathedral as a material system of knowledge, in which Gothic
technique can be understood through the conceptual framework of contemporary
posthumanism.

e To quantitatively analyze the structural limits that led to the partial collapse of 1284, in
order to interpret failure not as error, but as a process of technical and ontological
learning.

e To explore the notion of distributed agency among matter, geometry, energy, and human
action, taking Beauvais Cathedral as a paradigmatic case of non-hierarchical interaction
between human and non-human elements.

* To contribute to the posthumanist debate on the relationship between technology,
fragility, and knowledge, showing how a thirteenth-century architecture can anticipate
the epistemologies of limit and collapse that characterize the posthuman condition.
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52 The Fragile Sky of Beauvais Cathedral: Gothic Architecture
Methodology and Conceptual Framework

Beauvais Cathedral, in its dual condition as both ruin and model, demands a plural
methodological approach. It is not enough to describe its proportions or calculate its thrusts;
understanding its technical and symbolic meaning requires bridging structural engineering with
cultural history and the philosophy of technology. For this reason, the present study articulates
an interdisciplinary method combining three levels of analysis: quantitative, historical-
constructive, and hermeneutic.

The first level, quantitative, relies on geometry and on the principles of Gothic structural
mechanics. The proportions of the choir and transept have been established using measurements
derived from recent photogrammetric surveys and from previous structural studies—particularly
those published by Viollet-le-Duc (Viollet-le-Duc, 1868) and revisited in contemporary research.
Based on these data, a comparative verification of slenderness ratios, thrusts, and safety
coefficients was performed, following the limit equilibrium criteria formulated by Jacques
Heyman (Heyman, 1966, 1967).

The adopted parameters—nave width of 6.8 m, vault span of 13.6 m, springing height of 24 m,
and keystone height of 48.5 m—yield a slenderness ratio for the main pier of approximately 16:1
and a lateral thrust coefficient at the crown of 0.32 H. These values place Beauvais precisely at
the threshold of theoretical stability (Escrig Pallarés, 2011). Such magnitudes, expressed in the
language of structural analysis, reveal more than mere risk: they manifest a will to attain
knowledge through the limit—an experiment uniting empirical calculation with symbolic
aspiration (Vaquero, 2017).

The second level of analysis is historical and constructive. The cathedral cannot be understood
apart from the context of competition among episcopal sees and the artisanal tradition that
sustained it. The examination of chronicles, drawings, and historical tracings allows for the
reconstruction not only of the building’s evolution but also of the way in which the Gothic master
builders conceived their work: as a sequence of trials, adaptations, and corrections—closer to
modern experimental thinking than to architectural dogmatism (Acland, 1972; Murray, 1980). In
this sense, the Gothic method is a form of empirical verification preceding modern science, in
which error was not a deviation but an integral part of learning.

Thirdly, a hermeneutic reading has been introduced, inspired by the approaches of posthumanist
theory (Haraway, Braidotti, Latour). This dimension is not artificially added to the technical
analysis but rather emerges from it: the behavior of matter, the adaptation of the structure, and
the recursive relationship between form and failure are interpreted here as indicators of shared
agency between the human and the material (Araiza Diaz, 2022; Braidotti, 2006). Beauvais is
not merely a construction, but an assemblage of agents—stone, geometry, gravity, light, and
faith—in continuous negotiation (Konik, 2021).

Within this framework, the research is situated in the theoretical constellation of relational
posthumanism, as formulated by Donna Haraway, Bruno Latour, and Rosi Braidotti. Haraway
conceives technology as a web of hybrid relations in which agency is shared among bodies,
machines, and materials; her notion of sympoiesis—"“making together”—tejects any autarkic
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pretension of the technical subject and locates knowledge within the cooperation of
heterogeneous agents (Haraway, 1985, 2016). Latour extends this view by defining the world as
a network of actants, both human and non-human, whose interactions produce reality: in this
sense, the cathedral is not an inert object but an operative node within a sociotechnical network
that “makes a difference” (Latour, 1991, 2005). Finally, Braidotti contributes the ethical and
vitalist dimension of this perspective: the posthuman subject is not a stable entity but a continuous
becoming of human and non-human, organic and technological forces that mutually affect one
another in the process of knowing (Braidotti, 2013, 2019).

In light of these contributions, Beauvais Cathedral can be understood as an assemblage of co-
agencies—a form of architectural sympoiesis in which stone, geometry, light, and human will
cooperate in a single act of material thought.

From this perspective, structural analysis is not conceived as an end in itself but as a means to
question how medieval technique produces meaning (Taupin, 1993). Calculation, though
rudimentary, contains an intuition of equilibrium that can be brought into dialogue with
contemporary epistemology (Huerta Fernandez, 2014): the idea that knowledge arises from
interaction rather than control. The master mason, working from the tracing floor and the lead
plummet, operated as a laboratory experimenter—adjusting, observing, correcting. His technical
authority was relational, contingent upon the behavior of matter, and that reciprocity is precisely
what we now describe as non-human agency.

The procedure thus alternates between measurement and interpretation. On the one hand, the
numerical data confirm that Beauvais Cathedral brought stone to its elastic limit; on the other,
the symbolic reading shows that this limit was not perceived as danger but as revelation (Miranda,
1999; Taupin, 1995) —the moment when matter responds, when the building “speaks.” This way
of integrating calculation and meaning follows a logic that might be described as technical
resonance, in which each numerical value translates into a metaphor and each metaphor remains
anchored in a measurable(Villa Carrero & Tarazona, 2018).

Finally, the methodology has been designed to maintain disciplinary coherence with current
studies in architectural and structural heritage engineering. The aim is neither to reduce the work
to an object of worship nor to turn it into an abstract experiment, but to demonstrate how
structural analysis can open itself to cultural and philosophical interpretations without losing
precision. The ultimate purpose is to build a bridge between the science of construction and the
culture of meaning, recognizing that both share the same impulse: to understand the relationship
between form and its limit (Escrig Pallarés, 2011).

In sum, the methodological framework of this study assumes that Beauvais cannot be understood
solely through art history nor solely through engineering, for it is both at once—a structure and
an idea, an equation between the visible and the invisible. Thus, technical study becomes a form
of hermeneutics, and hermeneutics an extension of calculation. Within this reciprocity lies the
true lesson of Beauvais, which is also that of posthumanist thought: intelligence is not a property,
but a relation.

The Beauvais Project and the Vertigo of the Limit
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54 The Fragile Sky of Beauvais Cathedral: Gothic Architecture

At the beginning of the thirteenth century, French Gothic art had reached its full technical
maturity. Chartres had consolidated the tripartite elevation and the rational use of flying
buttresses; Reims had perfected the transparency of its walls (Crespillo Mari, 2020; Murray,
1989); Amiens had carried light to its highest structural purity. Yet Beauvais Cathedral sought to
go one step further—to turn stability into a frontier and risk into a method.

The project, promoted by Bishop Milon de Nanteuil around 1225 (Murray, 1980, 1989, 2021),
aimed to construct the tallest choir in Christendom. In contrast to the 42.3 meters of Amiens,
Beauvais aspired to reach 48.5 meters—an increase of approximately 15% over any precedent.
That seemingly modest difference transformed the entire equilibrium of the building: horizontal
thrusts increased exponentially, the slenderness of the piers intensified, and the safety factor
against buckling was reduced to a minimum. The metric comparison illustrates the qualitative
leap of this experiment (Table 7).

Cathedral_Approx. date ) L iy ratty | dhickmes vt
Chartres | 1194-1220 36.0 8.4 43 6:1
Reims 1211-1275 38.0 8.5 4.5 8:1
Amiens 1220-1269 423 11.3 3.7 10:1
Beauvais | 1225-1272 48.5 13.6 3.5 16:1

Table 1: Comparative analysis of the cathedrals of Chartres, Reims, Amiens, and Beauvais
(compiled by the author).

The numerical data speak for themselves: the choir piers of Beauvais were more than twice as
slender as those of Chartres, and its flying buttresses had to intercept lateral thrusts nearly 40%
greater than those at Amiens. Structurally speaking, it was an architecture in a limit state—a
system conceived with an exceptionally low safety factor, perhaps around 1.2 compared to the
values of 2 or 3 adopted in contemporary Engineering (Boothby & Coronelli, 2024; Heyman,
1966).

The audacity of Beauvais lay not only in its scale but in its radical reliance on accumulated
experience. Each preceding cathedral had served as a testing ground for the next. The builders
possessed neither differential calculus nor stress models; their knowledge was experimental and
cumulative. Through the eye, the plumb line, and the cord, they verified the behavior of the
building as one listens to a voice. Thus, Gothic construction was not a science of formulas but a
science of approximation.

In Beauvais Cathedral, that process of approximation was carried to the very frontier of the
comprehensible. The result was a balance so delicate that any minor settlement or thermal
variation could compromise the global stability of the structure. And so it happened: in 1284,
only a few years after the completion of the choir, part of the vaults collapsed. Contemporary
accounts describe a sudden failure, probably caused by differential settlement of the southern
Journal of Posthumanism
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foundations and by insufficient counter-thrust in the original flying buttresses, whose angle of
incidence was too shallow to absorb the lateral forces.

Subsequent analyses—from Viollet-le-Duc to twenty-first-century numerical modeling
(Rodriguez Elizalde, 2025a)—confirm this hypothesis: the collapse resulted from a combination
of flexural stress in the formeret arches and loss of lateral restraint. It was not an isolated failure,
but the exhaustion of a structural idea pushed beyond its coherence. The vault, raised to almost
fifty meters, transformed every minute deviation into a multiplied force. The building, like a
living organism brought to the limit of its metabolism, became unstable through an excess of
perfection.

What was truly extraordinary, however, was not the fall but the response. Far from abandoning
the project, the masons rebuilt the choir, reinforced the flying buttresses with a steeper
inclination, increased their mass by approximately 25%, and added iron tie-rods to restrain the
thrust. The lesson of the collapse was immediate and practical: knowledge was born from error,
and architecture was perfected through risk. In contemporary terms, Beauvais could be described
as the first “controlled-failure laboratory” in the history of engineering.

This mode of learning—based on direct observation and empirical correction—defines what we
might now call a material epistemology. The master builders of Beauvais lacked theoretical
frameworks, yet they possessed an iterative method: they built, evaluated, corrected. Each crack
was data (Mas-Guindal Lafarga, 1996); each deformation, an equation solved with stone and
lead. In this sense, Beauvais embodies the medieval form of experimental thought—an
anticipation of the scientific mindset that would later define modern engineering (Fitchen, 1997;
Prak, 2011).

The collapse of 1284 should not, therefore, be read as an absolute failure, but as a phase of
collective learning in which the building and its builders shared the same cognitive process. From
a posthumanist perspective, this is profoundly revealing: knowledge does not reside solely in the
human mind but also in the response of matter. Stone “teaches” through its resistance; the
building “thinks” through its deformations. Hence, Beauvais is far more than a cathedral—it is
an ongoing dialogue between gravity and intelligence, between aspiration and measure.

In the history of Western architecture, few monuments express so clearly this dialectic between
faith and physics. Beauvais was simultaneously the culmination of the Gothic and the
announcement of its limit. After its fall, no cathedral ever attempted to surpass its height. The
technique had reached its critical point: beyond it lay only risk without understanding. And yet,
that limit did not imply resignation—it implied comprehension. Beauvais revealed that absolute
perfection—total transparency, infinite verticality—is incompatible with matter, and that within
that incompatibility lies the very humanity of technique.

Thus, the project of Beauvais marks an epistemological turning point: the moment when the
architectural ideal becomes aware of its own fragility. To paraphrase Viollet-le-Duc, the builders
of Beauvais sought to make stone fly; they succeeded in raising it, but not in making it stop
(Tarrio Alonso, 2015). In that metaphor lies the entire lesson of the Gothic: the tension between
the desire to transcend nature and the recognition that only in dialogue with it can creation endure.
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56 The Fragile Sky of Beauvais Cathedral: Gothic Architecture
Matter, Geometry, and Technical Agency

All architecture is born from the dialogue between thought and matter. Yet in the Gothic, that
dialogue becomes a creative tension: calculation does not dominate stone—it interrogates it
(Taupin, 1993). At Beauvais, this tension reached its highest degree. Matter was no longer an
obstacle to overcome but an intelligence to decipher. The master mason did not impose form; he
discovered it through the behavior of load, the direction of thrust, and the resistance of each block
(Martinez Prades, 1998; Valenzuela Montalvo, 2000).

The stone used at Beauvais, quarried from Saint-Just-en-Chaussée, is a fine-grained oolitic
limestone with a compressive strength of about 15-20 MPa and low toughness. It is therefore an
excellent material for sustaining vertical loads, but almost ineffective in tension. The whole of
Gothic architecture may be understood as the invention of a structural grammar that transformed
this weakness into virtue. The entire system—pointed arch, ribbed vault, and flying buttress—
arose from the intention to keep the stone under pure compression. The result is not a struggle
against gravity, but a pact with it.

In the language of contemporary engineering, the cathedral functions as a system of balanced
thrusts: each arch transfers its load to the pier, the pier to the buttress, and the buttress to the
ground, closing a cycle of forces in which nothing is lost, only transformed. But in the symbolic
language of its time, that cycle corresponded to the chain of Creation—a hierarchical order in
which each element obeyed and sustained the next, an image of a cosmos held in balance. The
flying buttress—reaching spans of up to fourteen meters at Beauvais—is not merely an external
support; it is a metaphor for mutual aid between opposites (Heyman, 1977; Huerta Fernandez,
2010; Lavinia, 2024; Nikolinakou et al., 2005), for the solidarity of the invisible counterforces
that uphold the ascent of the spirit.

From a structural standpoint, Beauvais represents the limit of that grammar. The ratio between
vertical and horizontal forces reached a critical proportion (Heyman, 1977; Huerta Fernandez,
2006): roughly one ton of weight for every 320 kilograms of lateral thrust. The margin of error
was minimal, yet the system continued to function—sustained by the equilibrium of form and
the precision of tracing. This precarious condition grants Beauvais a living quality: it breathes,
adapts, deforms slightly under temperature and wind, and within that flexibility finds its
endurance.

Here arises a key notion for posthumanist interpretation: the agency of matter. The building is
not a passive object but an agent participating in its own preservation. Medieval masons intuited
this agency, even if they did not name it. When they spoke of “good stone” or “sick stone,” they
were not merely describing physical properties but rather the moods of matter—its disposition to
cooperate with form. Beneath that personification lies the idea that technical knowledge consists
not in imposition but in listening.

Geometry was the shared language between human and stone. Through the compass, the cord,
and the tracing floor, the master communicated with the building as a geometer with his figure.
The ground plan of Beauvais, based on the double square (Fig. 2), the 3:2 elevation ratio between
nave and transept, and the equilateral-triangle proportions of the formeret arches, respond to an
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order that is symbolic as well as mechanical. Medieval geometry was theological: it served not
only to calculate but to reveal the hidden harmony of the world.

From a contemporary perspective, that geometry can be interpreted as a human—material co-
design protocol. The tracing did not impose itself upon the stone—it guided it toward its possible
form. The Gothic vault, by channeling loads through its ribs, distributes stresses so that the
material “chooses” its natural path of compression. This interaction recalls modern systems of
structural optimization—such as material topology simulations or evolutionary algorithms—in
which form emerges from the physical behavior of matter itself. In a certain sense, Gothic
architecture was an artificial intelligence in stone, where matter computed its own equilibrium
long before computers existed.

The flying buttress thus constitutes an extension of the human body—a technical prosthesis that
multiplies strength and expands scale (Huerta Fernandez, 2006; Lavinia, 2024; Nikolinakou et
al., 2005; Tarrio Alonso, 2015). In raising it, the mason projected his gesture beyond biological
scale: his arm became an arch, his effort a thrust. The cathedral is therefore an expanded body, a
kind of medieval cyborg—a feat no single agent could accomplish alone. This interpretation,
close to the ideas of Donna Haraway (Lucero et al., 2023), allows Beauvais to be understood as
a system of co-agency (Haraway, 1985, 2016), in which the human does not create ex nihilo but
in alliance with non-human forces.

Within this framework, the notion of “technical mastery” proves inadequate. The Gothic sought
not to dominate matter but to persuade it. Empirical calculation—based on observation of
structural behavior—was a form of negotiation: finding the point at which the material consented
to bear the form. The stone, obedient yet not submissive, responded to that dialogue with its own
logic. Each arch, each buttress, each recorded crack was a word in that prolonged conversation
(Mas-Guindal Lafarga, 1996; Medianero Hernandez, 1996; Nikolinakou et al., 2005; Tarrio
Alonso, 2015).

The result of this conversation between matter and thought was an architecture of structural
cooperation. In it, the vault does not oppose the wall, nor the load the light: they require one
another. The Gothic ideal of transparency was achieved not by eliminating matter, but by
distributing it so that its presence became nearly imperceptible. Thus, stone became luminous
not because it dissolved, but because it learned to support itself without weight.

In this sense, the analysis of Beauvais Cathedral falls within what Bruno Latour defined as a
network of actants, in which agency is distributed among human and non-human elements
(Latour, 1991, 2005). The building acts as a node within this sociotechnical network: stone,
gravity, and geometry are not passive objects but actors that “make a difference” in both
constructive and symbolic outcomes.

This wisdom of equilibrium, the result of centuries of practice, anticipates a principle now
recognized in contemporary philosophy of technology: sustainability is not achieved by
eliminating matter but by bringing it into resonance with purpose. At Beauvais, every block,
every thrust, every arch participates in a single rhythm—the rhythm of a living geometry that
thinks with the human and through the human.
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58 The Fragile Sky of Beauvais Cathedral: Gothic Architecture
Collapse and Knowledge: The Posthumanist Dimension

Few falls have been as fertile as that of Beauvais. In the language of engineering, a collapse
signifies the end of a structure; in the language of culture, it may mark the beginning of
understanding. What collapsed in 1284 was not merely a vault—it was an idea of mastery. For
the first time, Gothic art, and with it medieval technology, confronted the limits of its own
method. That failure did not destroy the building but dispelled the illusion that empirical
calculation could achieve infinite perfection.

The subsequent history proves it: after the collapse, the builders analyzed, reinforced, and
learned. They introduced flying buttresses with steeper inclinations, added mass to the
counterforts, and installed iron tie-rods. All this evidence points to a paradigm shift—the
recognition that technical knowledge is not imposed from without but emerges from the
experience of error. When the stone broke, it revealed its truth.

From a posthumanist perspective, this episode embodies an early form of material intelligence.
The structural system of Beauvais acted as an organism that experiments, fails, and adapts
(Heyman, 1967). The collapse was not the annulment of the building but its learning process. In
modern terms, we might say the cathedral “processed information”: its deformation generated
data, and its reconstruction transformed those data into knowledge. This dynamic of trial and
correction corresponds, in contemporary epistemology, to an iterative feedback process—
analogous to the way learning algorithms adjust their parameters after each error (Heyman, 1977,
2016; Huerta Fernandez, 2004; Mas-Guindal Lafarga, 2011).

The masons of the thirteenth century knew nothing of algorithms, yet their method already
contained an intuition of what we might call artisanal machine learning. The work adjusted itself
through iteration: each failure was an update of the model (Martinez Prades, 1998; Mas-Guindal
Lafarga, 2011; Valenzuela Montalvo, 2000). The building, in a sense, “learned” alongside them.
Thus, Beauvais anticipates a non-anthropocentric understanding of intelligence, in which
knowledge arises from interaction among agents—human, material, and geometric—cooperating
without absolute hierarchy.

n this light, the collapse may be interpreted as a posthumanist event avant la lettre. The cathedral
does not merely express the human will to ascend toward heaven (Garcia Cuetos, 2022); it also
embodies the resistance of matter—its power to correct the creator. The fall of the vaults is not a
negation of the project but the intervention of the non-human within the design process. When
the stone fractured, it introduced a physical limit that rewrote the work and redefined the notion
of success. At Beauvais, failure became a form of dialogue: matter responded, and humanity
listened (Courtenay, 2016; Murray, 1989).

This relationship is not tragic but productive. Gothic builders, unlike modern rationalists, did not
regard error as a scandal but as a teacher. The structure that cracks teaches more than the one that
remains intact. In terms of heritage engineering, fissures are archives of stress; in symbolic terms,
they are the visible memory of technical learning (Mas-Guindal Lafarga, 1996). Every crack is
an inscription of time upon matter—a record of the conversation between what sought perfection
and what the world allowed.

Journal of Posthumanism



Rubén Rodriguez Elizalde. 59

The posthumanist reading of this phenomenon invites a reconsideration of control itself. Against
the modern ideal of an autonomous, predictive technology, Beauvais reveals a relational,
uncertain, and cooperative form of technique in which the designer is not a demiurge but a
mediator. The cathedral was not “designed”—it was negotiated. Its stability depended on
reciprocity between geometric tracing and material response, between human intention and the
logic of gravity. This principle of reciprocity, expressed in the Middle Ages as faith, is what
posthumanist thought now translates into an ecology of agents.

Within this ecology, collapse performs an essential function: it introduces the awareness of limit.
The limit is not a negative boundary but a framework of meaning. Only when something breaks
do we understand what it was made of. That is why Beauvais continues to speak to us: its partial
ruin is not a sign of decline but of lucidity. What is missing completes its meaning. The unfinished
teaches more than the finished, for it keeps visible the process of searching (Como, 2009;
Courtenay, 2016; Taupin, 1993).

In this interaction between matter and thought, the cathedral embodies what Rosi Braidotti calls
a posthuman subjectivity: a dynamic assemblage of human and non-human forces in which
knowledge arises as a relational process of becoming (Braidotti, 2013, 2019). Beauvais
Cathedral, more than a building, is a collective subject that thinks and transforms through its own
materiality.

If humanism celebrated humanity’s capacity to dominate matter, posthumanism reminds us of
the importance of recognizing matter’s autonomy. Beauvais anticipates this lesson: in it,
technique does not transcend nature but dialogues with it to the limit of comprehension. Each
thrust, each counterthrust, each later repair is part of a single cognitive act. The cathedral is not
a closed artifact but a distributed system of thought that continues learning across the centuries—
as if every modern intervention, every iron reinforcement, every laser scan were a continuation
of its original process of self-knowledge.

From this perspective, Beauvais is not a ruin but a living machine of meaning. Its fragility keeps
it alive, because it continues to generate questions. How far can technical ambition go before it
becomes its own opposite? What role does error play in the evolution of knowledge? What does
matter teach us when we listen to it without fear of failure?

To answer these questions is to recognize that every truly human technology is also posthuman:
born from the desire to transcend the flesh, yet enduring only when it accepts its limits.
Beauvais—with its impossible height and incomplete history—reminds us that knowledge lies
not in what stood uncracked, but in what learned to stand again after the fall.

Conclusions: Reason, Measure, and Meaning

Beauvais Cathedral is not a finished building but a question suspended in time. Its fragmentary
condition does not diminish its meaning—it multiplies it. For within its incompleteness lies the
deepest testimony of Gothic art and, at the same time, its warning: every technical ambition that
seeks to touch the sky ultimately finds the ground as its mirror.

From the standpoint of engineering, Beauvais can be read as a limit system: a structure brought
posthumanism.co.uk
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to the very edge of stability, sustained by nearly impossible proportions and by an intuitive
understanding of the laws of statics. From the perspective of architecture, it represents the
moment when matter becomes thought—when form ceases to be mere function and turns into
sign. And from the vantage of culture, it stands as a milestone in the history of the relationship
between humans and their technologies: the point at which creation becomes self-aware.

The technical analysis demonstrates that the builders of Beauvais worked at the threshold of what
was physically possible, and that their partial failure does not invalidate the enterprise—it
perfects it. The metric data (the extreme slenderness of the piers, the delicate balance of thrusts,
the later reinforcement of the buttresses) are more than mere figures; they are fragments of
experimental wisdom. The structure learned to stand after its collapse, as though the building had
integrated the knowledge of failure into its own body.

In symbolic terms, this lesson is universal. Beauvais was never completed, yet what was built
still stands. Seven centuries later, its choir remains upright, sustained by a network of tensions
so precise they verge on paradox: it is stable because it stands at the limit. The endurance of the
fragment embodies the possibility of an incomplete perfection—a dynamic balance between
desire and constraint. Its unfinished verticality is not a failure but evidence that knowledge and
beauty reside in process, not in result.

From a posthumanist perspective, Beauvais compels us to reconsider the role of technology. Far
from being a neutral tool at humanity’s service, it reveals itself as an active interlocutor—one
that conditions, corrects, and amplifies human action. In the cathedral, matter is not dominated;
it participates. The building thinks with its builders—and at times against them; it teaches them,
contradicts them, outlives them. Its fragility is not weakness but memory of dialogue.

Thus, the deepest value of Beauvais lies not in its height, but in its capacity to teach. It teaches
engineers that every structure is a pact between form and gravity; architects, that beauty arises
from the tension between calculation and desire; and humanity as a whole, that technique is not
perfected by avoiding risk, but by learning to inhabit it.

Ultimately, the cathedral is an experiment that remains open. Every new measurement, every
metallic reinforcement, every laser scan of the twenty-first century continues the conversation
begun in the thirteenth. Its relevance lies in that continuity: Beauvais today embodies humanity’s
striving for transcendence within its limits—the will to create, knowing that all creation is fragile.
Its unfinished choir reminds us that what is truly eternal is not the stone, but the impulse that
raises it.

Hence, its sky—though fractured—remains a lesson in measure. In Beauvais Cathedral, reason
does not extinguish mystery: it illuminates it. Geometry does not domesticate faith: it expresses
it. And calculation is not merely technique: it is culture. To measure is to interpret; to calculate
is to understand. In the balance of its thrusts, in the lightness of its ribs, in the crack that does not
yield, Beauvais teaches us that measure is also a form of beauty, and the limit, a form of truth.
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