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CIVILITY AND SCIENCE: FROM SELF­
CONTROL TO CONTROL OF NATURE,

1500-1650

Laurence W.B. Brockliss

. For the last twenty years, perhaps longer, a fundamental focus of
research into the Scientific Revolution has been the institutionalization of
the new science. Histori~ today are well aware that the simple
fonnulation of new ways of thinking about the natural world in the course
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries hardly accounts for their
popularization. The Scientific Revolution deserves its revolutionary
sobriquet because the ideas of a Galileo, a Descartes or a Newton
eventually became part of the mental baggage of ordinary educated
people. Had this not been the case, then their achievement - the creation
of a 'mechanized world picture'l - would have been of marginal impor­
tance and would never have laid the foundations of modem industrial
society.

My own work has concentrated on the role of the universities and
other institutions of higher education in disseminating the new science.2

Because Francis Bacon and other leading lights in the movement poured
scorn on the universities as centres of Aristotelian darkness, early
historians of science assumed that the universities played little role in the
Scientific Revolution beyond providing the odd experimental philosopher,
notably Newton, with board and lodging.3 It is now generally recognized,
however, that institutions of higher education were crucial agents in the
transmission of the new science, albeit belatedly. Before 1700 at any rate,
most members of Europe's noble and professional elite gained their major
and sometimes only acquaintance with natural philosophy in the
classroom. What they were told about the natural world by professors of
philosophy, therefore, to all intents and purposes determined their
world-view.4 In the longer tenn, too, the different ways in which the new
science was transmitted in the classroom had a differential effect on the
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direction and fecundity of scientific endeavour in particular states. The
development of France, for instance, as the centre of mathematical
physics in the period 1790 to 1830 can be explained in large part by the
manner in which Newtonian physics came to be taught in the colleges de
plein exercice after 1750. Like other Frenchmen who were schoolboys in
the decades before the Revolution, Laplace, who studied at Caen under
Christophe Gabled, was introduced to Newtonianism mathematically. The
first six months of the physics course was devoted to the study of
mathematics from first principles to calculus: the knowledge thus
acquired was next used to study the physics of motion as the starting­
point for understanding Newtonian astronomy.5 In England, in contrast,
Newton was introduced experimentally. Although Cambridge in the
eighteenth century was the centre of a highly sophisticated mathematical
education, the university showed little interest in mathematical physics.6

Not surprisingly, then, England in the early nineteenth century had a
reputation for the vitality of its experimental but not mathematical
science.'

Admittedly, universities have not been the primary focus of
historians' attention. For obvious reasons much more has been (and
continues) to be written about scientific academies, especially the Royal
Society and the Paris Academie des Sciences.8 There is an obvious reason
for this. It was in and through the aC!ldemies that experimental philoso­
phers gained peer-group recognition for their activities and the new
science evolved a set of ethical and technical practices which gave it a
defini~ional identity. Furthermore, it is clear that in a hierarchic3J.,
ordered society the establishment of scientific academies under princely
patronage was the key to the social acceptance of the new science and an
essential stage in its popularisation. In France at least it was only the
emergence of the Academie des Sciences as a strident promoter of
Cartesian mechanical philosophy at the turn of the eighteenth century
when Fontenelle became its secretary that caused the abandonment of
Aristotelian natural philosophy in the colleges de plein exercice. Before
1690, although professors had been relatively quick to integrate new
discoveries within the traditional physics curriculum, they had been
generally hostile to all forms of mechanism : the fundamental explanation
of the behaviour of natural phenomena was judged still to lie in their
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substantial forms. After 1700 virtually all professors taught a Cartesian
physics, albeit one that usually rejected the idea of the beast machine9

•

Yet if the princely and state academies were central to giving the
new science a definitional identity and establishing its respectability, they
made a relatively late appearance on the Scientific Revolution's stage.
None was established before 1660 and only three (one in desuetude) by
the turn of the eighteenth century. Scientific academies were really
Enlightenment institutions : on the eve of the French Revolution they
existed the length and breadth of the continent and had even set down
roots in the New World. to Prior to 1660 a number of private societies had
temporarily flourished, such as the mid-seventeenth century Paris
Montmor academy, but the majority of Renaissance academies, especially
in Italy, had had a literary not scientific rationale. ll For this reason, it is
unwise in tracing the genesis of the princely scientific academy to place
too great an emphasis on the influence of its private forebears, although
this has always been the historiographical tradition. Rather, the starting­
point for the scientific academy lay in the court, and the forerunner of the
academician was the omnipresent and largely anti-Aristotelian Renais­
sance court magician/astrologer/Paracelsian. In this regard, the princely
academy was like many other parts of the state bureaucracy. It began life
as an individual office within the prince's household, then moved out of
court and became an independent institution.

Initially, then, in the sixteenth and the first half of the seventeenth
centuries, the new science gained social credibility because its proponents
were patronized directly by the prince and his retinue. Consequently, any
account of its institutionalization should pay as much attention to science
in the court as science in the academy. This is not to say that members
of the first academies would necessarily have acknowledged this pedigree,
for many specifically distanced themselves from the occult activities of
the Renaissance magi. Increasingly, academicians associated themselves
with the alternative and eventually dominant atomist anti-Aristotelian
tradition which saw nature as a machine rather than a living organism.
Nevertheless, in emphasizing the institutional continuity between the
magus and the academician, further support is given to the contention,
first asserted by Frances Yates and now a historiographical commonplace,
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that Renaissance magic and the Scientific Revolution were much more
closely associated than was traditionally thought. Apart from Descartes
and his closest followers, most mechanical philosophers gave some
credence to vitalist and spiritualist accounts of nature. 12

The importance of the court in creating a space within which the
new science could safely flourish cannot be underestimated. One example
from my own work on French medicine will suffice as an illustration. In
early modem Paris only those who were graduates of the Paris faculty of
medicine were allowed to practise physic legally in the capital. As the
Paris faculty was a committed supporter of Galenic medicine until the late
seventeenth century, this meant' that Paracelsian physicians, as well as
Galenists trained in other medical faculties, were denied the right to ply
their profession in the city. However, from 1504 it was accepted that
when the French court was in the capital, royal physicians whatever their
educational background, could practise physic in Paris. As the court was
resident at the Louvre from the turn of the seventeenth century, it became
possible for an alternative medical community to develop under its aegis
whose representatives included Paracelsians such as Joseph Duchesne
(Quercetanus), Turquet de Mayerne (later physician to James and Charles
1 of England) and Theophraste Renaudot (first editor of the court
gazette). For twenty years from the early 1670s a group of non-Paris
graduates practising in the capital (many' probably with little connection
with the court at all) were even able to form themselves into a quasi­
faculty called the Chambre royale under the protection of the king's chief
physician, Antoine d'Aquin. In their midst were to be found a number of
the earliest proponents of iatromechanism in France, such as the Jansenist
physician to Port-Royal who had gained his medical degree at Reims,
Philippe Hecquet. 13

Despite the importance of the court, however, its role in the
Scientific Revolution has been little studied to date. The potential of the
subject was first recognized twenty years ago by my Oxford colleague,
Robert Evans, author of a detailed monograph on the world of the
Emperor RudolfII, patron inter alia ofKepler.14 Until recently, however,
Evans's insights were largely ignored and it is only in the last few years
that science in the court has attracted significant interest, undoubtedly
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part of a wider concern with the early modem court as historians have
turned their attention away from the study of administrative and fiscal
reform to government by faction and patronage as the key to successful
state-building. 15 The most important publication to date is the pioneering
Galileo : Courtier by the present professor of the history of science at the
University of Harvard, Mario BiagiolL I6 Bagioli's book is of seminal
significance in that it attempts not merely to emphasize the role of the
court in promoting and protecting the new science but also, in the case
of the Medici duke of Tuscany, offers an explanation for the mutual
attraction of court and societY. His explanation is located in the
anthropological concept of gift-giving. Scientific discoveries are like
valuable presents: when associated with the prince's name they add lustre
to discoverer and patron. By christening Jupiter's satellites Medician stars
Galileo assured that his telescopic discovery would be taken seriously. By
graciously accepting the tribute, the Medici duke raised his family to a
new height in Europe's princely dynastic pantheon. 17 A similar technique
of self-promotion, it could be argued, was used by Ralegh when he called
his American colony Virginia after Queen Elizabeth.

Biagioli's depiction of Galileo as a court sycophant would hardly
have pleased his Harvard predecessor, the positivist Georges Sarton, and
hardly gells with the traditional view of Galileo as scientific hero and
martyr. Yet the work is perceptive in locating the attraction of the new
science for the court in the contemporary obsession with ·power and
prestige. Proponents of the new science only received patronage from the
Renaissance court because they had something to offer the prince (or to
sell if one prefers a more capitalist metaphor). Where Biagioli overstates
his argument (certainly if he wishes it to have more than an individual
signifance) is in arguing that the new scientist could only enhance the
power of his patron morally. What defines the new science against the
old is its' practitioners' rhetoric of utility. Paracelsians, Renaissance
alchemists and their mechanist successors claimed that they would make
their patrons healthier and wealthier. On one level they peddled elixirs of
life, knowledge of the future, and the possibility of changing base metal
to gold. On a more elevated level they were projectors who promised to
make the prince a rich man by improving the prosperity of his subjects.
Theirs was a worker-science that would enhance the prince's dignity
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through it~ material achievements. Bacon's state-sponsored Salomon's
House had a more serious intention than confirming the Stuarts'
quasi-divine 'status by placing their dynastic name in the list of heavenly
bodies. IS Moreover, there is no reason not to believe that princes (or the
advisors) were unable to grasp the utilitarian argument. In an age when
the cost of warfare was for ever rising and the large states were
permanently in debt, philosophers who claimed that their work would
make the prince materially richer were certain to gain an audience. In the
second half of the seventeenth centUry projectors like Johann Joachim
Becher or Leibniz were scientific entrepreneurs who hawked their ideas
from court to court looking for the highest bidder. Where they found a
prince impervious to their utilitarian arguments, only then would they
play directly on a prince's desire to enhance his peer-group dignity. Their
art was to find what a prince most desired, then tailor their spiel to suit
his fancy. The petty German Count of Hanau, for instance, was an
enthusiastic collector of art and natural curiosities . Becher, therefore,
encouraged him to buy land from the Dutch West Indian Company and
start a sugar plantation. The profits would benefit his tiny population and
provide the count with the wherewithal to cut a dash as patron of the
arts. 19

However, even if we extend the argument of mutual benefit
beyond Biagioli's narrow analysis, it still seems to me that we have not
fully grasped the attraction of the scientist to the court. (The attraction of
th~ court to the scientist in an hierarchical, status-ridden society is of
course abundantly clear.) It is one thing for the prince to fmd the siren
promises of the' scientist seductive, it is another for him (and his advisors)
to be convinced, especially in Catholic courts. What recent historians
have failed to do is to get to grips with the fact that the Counter­
Reformation Church was highly suspicious of worker-science and
associated it with magic.

In the late middle ages the Church seems to have been relatively
relaxed about magic. Indeed, the distinction between religion and magic
itself seems to have been blurred even in the eyes of educated Church­
men. After the Council of Trent this was no longer the case. Locked
much more tightly than ever before in a strict Aristotelian world-view,
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the Catholic Church both doubted and condemned those who claimed the
ability to manipulate ·nature for human convenience. Mankind, it was
believed, could imitate but never replicate the natural world: art (or
artifice) and nature were separate categories.20 Replication was only
possible through divine or diabolic agency, although in the devil's case
replication was actually a trompe ['oei! : Satan and his minions lacked the
power to effect real change.21 To Counter-Reformation Catholics,
therefore, worker-science smelt of chicanery, the devil and diabolic pacts.
Only .God worked true miracles and only priests throught the sacraments
could invoke divine aid. As experimental philosophers were not usually
priests, they could lay no claim to divine power and must consequently
have supped with the devil. 22

Admittedly, Protestant theologians were far less hostile to
worker-science. Although theirs remained a resolutely Aristotelian culture
before the mid-seventeenth century, it was equally the case that Luther
had condemned classical philosophy as roundly as scholastic theology. In
consequence, there was much more space in Protestant lands for
anti-Aristotelians, such as Paracelsus and his followers, who could claim
to be engaged in a parallel reformation of natural philosophy, especially
if they grounded their new science in the supposedly pre-classical and
hence more authentic hermetic philosophy, recovered in the late fifteenth
century.23 But even Protestants had ~eir doubts. It must be remembered
that the Faustian myth, first completely set down in print by Speiss in
1587, developed in Protestant Europe and its greatest Renaissance
expon~nt was the Cambridge-educated Christopher Marlowe.24 .

The Protestant tolerance of anti-Aristotelian philosophies, of
course, only confirmed the suspicion of Catholic theologians. The new
science stank of heresy as well as magic. Some of its leading advocates,
moreover, in the late Renaissance hardly did the general cause much of
a service. Giordano Bruno's belief in an infinite universe populated with
other life forms understandably led him to the stake when he foolishly
returned to Counter-Reformation Italy in 1593. The fact that Calvinist
Oxford had found his ideas as outrageous as Catholic Paris in the course
of his travels round Europe was no mitigation for his intellectual
crimes.25 But Bruno's radical opinions not only brought his life to a
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horrid end; they seriously blackened the reputation of other magi.
Thereafter for at least fifty years worker-scientists in Catholic Europe
trod carefully. Descartes's caution is well known, although in his case it
was Galileo's fate not Bruno's that seems to have discouraged him from
publishing his Le Monde et le traite de l'homme in the 1630s.26 His
mechanist rival in France, Pierre Gassendi, was just as nervous.
Throughout his life he refused to accept the validity of Harvey's theory
of the circulation of the blood - indeed claimed to have found experimen­
tally that the septum of the heart was porous - in part, one suspects,
because the discovery was promoted by the English arch-hermeticist,
Robert Fludd.27

In the light of the Catholic Church's hostility, it is surprising that
any God-fearing Catholic monarch or his councillors ever patronized a
worker-scientist before 1650. Rather, it would have been expected that
the conversion of a court to Counter-Reformation baroque piety would
quickly have led to the dispersal of the magi, as happened at the imperial
court on the death of the ecumenical Rudolf IT and the succession of the
orthodox Matthias.28 Indeed,. in a Counter-Reformation atmosphere,
Galileo's moral bargain with the Medici duke should arguably have been
the only possible one for the experimental philosopher. Galileo offered
his patron fame : his gift was acceptable and safe within a Counter­
Reformation world-view, for he merely revealed the existence ofJupiter's
satellites to an ignorant Christian audience; he made no claim to be able
to harness their influence to augment Medici wealth or power.

The fact that many Catholic as well as Protestant courts in the
century 1550 to 1650 continued to be full of alchemists, astrologers,
Paracelsians and projectors ·is thus rather perplexing. The French court
was notoriously full of such p~ople, not just in the reign of the ex­
Huguenot, Henri of Navarre, but especially in the era of the Cardinal-

. Ministers. Richelieu, to the dismay of orthodox Aristotelians like the
Paris faculty physician, Gui Patin, was the patron of worker-scientists par
excellence. His taste was epitomized by his protection of Theophraste
Renaudot, ex-Protestant and Montpellier medical graduate, whose eclectic
interests included founding the court Gazette, running a government­
backed pawn shop, and holding weekly conferences where like-minded
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friends discussed a whole range of contemporary scientific issues.29

It is my contention that the Catholic (and indeed Protestant)
courts' patronage of the worker-scientist can only be fully explained with
reference to Renaissance court culture and its ethic of self-control.
Superficially this ethic was not at odds with Counter-Reformation or
Protestant piety. An ethic that stressed good manners, decorum,
politeness and above all accepting with the same indifference the gifts of
fortune as well as its 'slings and arrows' shared a lot in common with a
post-Reformation Christianity which stressed the negation of the self and
kindness and charity towards one's neighbour at the expense of one's
time and money.30 The resemblance, however, was superficial. The court
ethic, most famously expressed in Castiglione's 11 libro de cortegiano
(first published in 1528) was a product of Renaissance humanism. It was
the courtly embodiment of the marriage of classical and Christian virtues
promoted by Christian humanists with different degrees ofemphasis from
Petrarch to Erasmus. Castiglione took Erasmus's Enchiridion Militis
Christiani (first published In 1504) and gave it a particular institutional
spin. 31 The Christian humanist ethic was founded on a positive, Neo­
platonic anthropology which stressed the possibility, albeit within limits,
of overcoming the baneful effects of original sin and refashioning oneself
in imitation of Christ, not out of fear but love. The humanist emphasis
lay, as in Pico della Mirandola's eponymous clarion call of the late
fifteenth century, De hominis dignitate, on human potential.32

In this respect the ethic's starting-point was very different from
the deeply Augustinian premise of Protestant piety and the only slightly
less Augustinian assumptions of its Counter-Reformation counterpart,
especially as interpreted by Dominican and later Jansenist theologians. In
the eyes of the mainstream confessions mankind was fatally flawed.
People might have the rational capacity to know or discover how to

. behave correctly in God's eyes - although some pessimistic Protestants
even doubted this. 33 But people were certainly unable to behave as they
should without divine grace. Ifmost Catholics could accept that there had
been virtuous (though not justified) pagans, whereas most Protestants
could not, this was only because Counter-Reformation theologians
accepted that God gave all men a general, sufficient grace to choose good
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rather than evil. All fallen men were the slaves of their passions. There
was no self-fashioning without divine aid. 34

The courtly and religious ethic in the late Renaissance were
therefore as chalk and cheese. Their accommodation in the form· of the
confessionally committed 'Christian gentleman' was always potentially
tense. This is emphasized when it is remembered that the court ethic had
a darker side in the form of Machiavellianism.3s A contemporary of
Erasmus, Castiglione and other important promoters of Christian
humanism such as Vives and Sir Thomas More, Machiavelli was a much
more radical figure who cut the ethic of refashioning adrift from its
Christian moorings. In 11 principe (published in 1532 but written in 1515
and dedicated to another earlier Medici) the ethic of self-control became
the ethic of raison d'etat. Through historical examples, most graphically
in the life of the papal bastard, Cesare Borgia, rulers were taught the
value of rising· above commonplace morality and behaving brutally and
unjustly to better secure their position. Machiavelli never suggested evil .
behaviour for its own sake was justifiable - indeed, tyrants such as
Agothocles of Sicily were specifically condemned.36 But he did preach the
ethics of deceit. Rulers were not just taught not to over-react to bad or
good news in contrast to their medieval predecessors. (One thinks of
Henry 11 ofEngland's over~hasty order to dispatch Thomas Becket). They
were further taught to hide their feelings completely. Indeed, Machiavelli
suggested that the prince could not simply control his nature but
transcend it. Human beings could refashion themselves into animals. As'
necess.ity required it, princes were to become the lion or the fox. 37 . .'

The humanist ethic was thus a creative, extremely destabilizing
philosophy, albeit one successfully codified and constrained in the courtly
handbooks of Castiglione and his followers. 38 It must be stressed, too,
that it was a lived ethic, not just a literary invention. In the sixteenth
century many, perhaps most, princes and their courtiers fell far short of
the ideal: Elizabeth 1 of England, for instance, ran a glittering Renais­
sance court but she was notorious for her passionate rages and acid
tongue. The ethic, too, had to fight for space with the contemporary cult
of family honour and blood that religious differences only helped to
exacerbate. The courts of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries
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were sites.of orchestrated violence as much as of conduct becoming a
gentleman. Feuding Montagus and Capulets were to be found in every
princely household and duelling was commonplace.39 By the end of the
sixteenth century, however, the ethic was winning adherents, even icons
like the Englishman, Sir Philip Sidney, killed at the Battle of Zutphen in
1586,40 as rulers came to see the value of turning aggressive court
peacocks into tame gilded butterflies. The ethic began to be firmly
institutionalized too with the foundation of noble academies, first in Italy,
then in northern Europe, where gentlemen were taught civility as well as
the code of arms.41 As the seventeenth century progressed the new code
triumphed. Richelieu might occasionally present an undignified aspect to
the uninitiated onlooker when he raged and wept, but he was a master of
emotional blackmail as his Success in the Day of Dupes in 1630 confirms:
his tantrums were very much contrived and they were not tolerated in
others.42 The French court by the mid seventeenth century was perma­
nently wedded to a conformist ethic of politeness and restraint. The
pathetic machinations of the Frondeur aristocracy in the years 1648-53
were the swansong of the ethic of honour.43 At the court of Louis XIV
the ethic of civility reached its apogee. Louis XIV was the perfect
Counter-Reformation Christian gentleman whose mask never slipped.
Even when told of the death of his beloved son and heir, he quickly
regained his composure, while all around him were distraught with grief.
Before entering his carriage as he left the dauphin's appartments, he still
had the presence of mind to inform an attendant minister that the Conseil
d'.etat would meet on the morrow as usual under his chairmanship, albeit
a little late. Grief could not be allowed to come between the king and his
duty.44

In fact, it may well be the case that the ethic of civility was more
deeply-rooted in the courtier's breast than Counter-Reformation or
Protestant piety. Certainly this assumption would help to expalin one of
the more peculiar·and little documented 'crazes' of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries - the fascination with the pseudo-science of
physiognomy - the science of reading someone's character in his physical
features. Based on the contents of a pseudo-Aristotelian treatise, it was
a science that became incredibly popular with the elite at just the moment
the new ethic of civility was being promoted.45 It is not difficult to see
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how the two could be related. If men had the power to refashion
themselves completely - indeed, could permanently wear a mask - they
became unknown quantities. In a world well aware that this power could
be used for good or ill (and at the turn of the seventeenth century, the
elite no longer had only the word of Machiavelli that this was the case ­
the educated had discovered Tacitus),46 the new ethic was highly disturb­
ing, especially when one was among strangers or enemies. The science
of physiognomy offered a way out of the bind. The Huguenot poet,
theologian, hermeticist and soldier, Agrippa d'Aubigne, claimed in his
memoirs that his life had been saved by his ability to read the character
in the face. 47 Physical signs had to replace the spoken word if the state
of the human heart was to be henceforth grasped.

If the ethic of civility was so deeply-rooted, it is not difficult to
understand the welcome given to worker-science by the court. If it were
possible to refashion human nature so completely that an individual no
longer betrayed his true feelings, then novel claims about the possibilities
of manipulating the wider natural world must have appeared plausible at
the very least. In a European society deeply coloured by Reformation and
Counter-Reformation Augustinianism, the court, to the extent its members
were imbued' with an alternative view of the world, was the obvious
institution in which an anti-Aristotelian natural philosophy could be
promoted and protected. The traditional centre of science, the university,
could hardly serve this function, or only serve it inadequately, even if
some adepts of the new science did hold university appointments, usually
in mathematics. 48 The university was too dominated by the Augustinian
culture of its theology faculty; it was still tied too closely to its historic
mission of producing an educated clergy to provide more than a living or
temporary billet for experimental philosophers whose enthus~astic belief
in the worker-potential of their research ran counter to the university's
traditions.49 It was not by chance that Galileo abandoned his mathematics
chair at Padua for the Medici court. He may have been able to pursue his
independent researches while a university professor, but only the court,
as Biagioli realized, could give his work status and credibility in the first
half of the seventeenth century.50 The university as an institution was at
best indifferent, at worst hostile, to the new science, especially when its
adepts broke with Aristotle. Thus at Paris from 1624 all anti-Aristotelian
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positions were legally banned at the behest of the faculty of theology,
after the .(al)chemist, De Claves, had attempted to promote Paracelsian
and atomist ideas in a public debate in the Latin Quarter.51

This is not to say that the court was the only space before the
second half of the seventeenth century where the new science could fmd
protection and promotion. Within the Catholic world a case could be
made for identifying the Jesuit order as an alternative or additional centre
of scientific activity.52 The Church tout court, then, was not indifferent
or hostile to the new science. But the Jesuits were the least Augustinian,
most obviously human-centred Counter-Reformation theologians, as their
critics (especially the Jansenists)' continually complained.53 The Order's
commitment, too, to their missionary work overseas to Japan and China
may have given its members a greater sympathy for and interest in the
utilitarian claims of the new science. Adrift on the vast oceans of the
world or struggling to gain access to the Chinese emperor's court, they
may have seen the potential of worker-science as a way of easing their
path. Certainly, the Flemish Jesuit missionary, Ferdinand Verbiest,
presented himself as a magus.54 The Jesuits, too, were experts at
refashioning themselves to suit the environment they inhabited : they
were ersatz c()urtiers rather than monks whose rigorous training had
taught them an impressive self-control. Loyola's Spiritual Exercises
(completed 1548) ~d Castiglione's Book of the Courtier have a certain
affinity - hence the Jesuits' success at court.55 Finally, the Jesuits were
notorious for seeing themselves as peculiar vessels of divine grace.
Unlike many other priests, Jesuit scientists would have had no scruples
of conscience about their activities : any ability on their part to control
nature was a divine, not a diabolic, gift. The Jesuits' patronage of the
new science, therefore, can be dismissed as a special (if no less
important) case.56

Admittedly, too, the term court must be used quite loosely if the
argument is to take into account the groups of scientists who existed
outside the princely household proper, such as the Peiresc circle in
Provence or the Pascal circle in Rouen.57 It is quite possible to see the
court both as a physical space and a set of social practices. Civility could
exist in the countryside among noblemen non-resident at court; it could



56

even take .up residence among the non-noble elite to the extent the
'civilizing proces' (to use the term of the German sociologist, Norbert
Elias) quite rapidly percolated downwards in the sixteenth and seven­
teenth centuries.58 The prince and the courtier need not be the only people
to sympathize with the endeavours of the new science. Indeed, arguably,
the growing influence of the new science by the turn of the eighteenth
century - the deceasing marginalization of the experimental philosopher
- reflected not just its hold on the court but its wider, court-led,
acceptance in society.59 In some ways the Enlightenment begins when the
Renaissance values of civility and human potential succeed in displacing
the Augustinian pessimism ofthe Post-Reformation, baroque world within
a significant section of the elite.

This process took a long time. At the turn of the seventeenth
century even those close to the court could be very suspicious of the
possibility of refashioning human nature, or at least were convinced that
it could only be done at great cost to the individual. Shakespeare's plays
- consumed of course by the English court as much as by the London
'groundlings' - frequently suggest that the ·courtier's mask could not
always be successfully worn. Villains habitually let their guard slip.
Macbeth collapses on seeing Banquo's ghost in the course of a feast;
Lady Macbeth commits suicide, her wits gone. But even the relatively
sinless can suffer from 'beguiling the time' .60 Hamlet feigns madness to
survive in (to his mind) a poisonous court, but in turn goes mad. And
there are plenty of hints that Hamlet himself (if not Shakespeare) inhabits
an Augustinian universe. 61

Before the mid-seventeenth century in Protestant England, then,
the chances of the experimental philosopher gaining much of a hearing
outside the court was minimal. 62 Of course, such a statement flies in the
face of the Marxist argument (formulated some time ago by Bemal and
Christopher Hill in particular) that the new science in England and
elsewhere came from the needs of Renaissance navigators. The constitu­
ency for the new science, indeed its cause, lay with a burgeoning
mercantile elite, not the aristocratic court.63 Given the obvious naviga­
tional potential of the astronomical work of the new science and the
centrality of the longtitude problem in the endeavours of scientific
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'projectors' the Marxist view needs to be taken seriously.64 Suffice it to
say for the present that the argument need not be irreconcilable with the
court-centred analysis presented in this paper. It would be useful to know
how far the search for improved navigational techniques (and other
life-saving inventions, such as the means of purifying salt water) were
promoted by seamen or their aristocratic patrons. It should not be
forgotten, in England at least, that the expeditions of Elizabethan sailors
to the far corners of the earth were usually court financed : the Queen
and her courtiers took a cut in the profits.65 In England, too,
gentleman-scientists, like Robert Boyle, were not afraid to interest
themselves in such projects. 66

This paper has primarily set out to explain how court and scientist
came together in the course of the sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries. It argues that the marriage can be traced to the Renaissance
ethic of civility which became deeply embedded in court life. It is not
intended to imply that this Renaissance ethic itself contained a belief in
material progress, however optimistic and anthopocentric it might have
been. In fact, it is difficult to find such an assertion in the work of
Renaissance humanists. More's Utopia, published in 1516 (supposedly
based on a real conversation with a sailor in Bruges), is peculiar in
emphasizing how a well-ordered state could promote good health,
longevity and labour-saving techniques.67 Significantly, the most
outrageous exponent of the new ethic of self-fashioning - Machiavelli ­
had no vision of a future where human beings could control nature as
well ~s themselves. In 11 principe rulers who construct their own ethical
world to ensure their better survival possess virtU, as Machiavelli
redefmes the term. Continually pitted against virtu isfortuna, an arbitrary
goddess who can undermine the best laid plans. Fortuna can be equated
with the untamed forces of nature - especially disease. No ruler can
outwit the uncontrollable tyranny of the natural world. The hero of 11
principe, Cesare Borgia, ultimately fails in his atempt to establish himself
as the ruler of an independent state in the Romagna through the death of
his father, Pope Alexander VI, and his own fatal illness. 68 But Cesare is
illegitimate : even more than the rest of us he is a child of fortuna and
will be destroyed by her. Machiavelli has no conception of how to defeat
the blind goddess, except in the Discorsi through the institutional
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strengths of the state.69

It required an imaginative leap therefore on the part of the prince
and his courtiers to grasp the potential of the new science. The leap might
have been logical but it need not necessarily have been made. Although
the paper stresses the significance of the court as an institutional locus for
the new science before the age of the academies, the argument should not
exclude the possibility that many courtiers failed to make any connection
between self-control and the control of nature. As before any marriage
is contracted, the suitor (in this case the experimental philosopher) had
to woo his bride: his suit might often have been rejected by the
unimaginative or the suitably pious. The argument is not meant to be
deterministic.

It took a long time, too, for the experimental philosophers
themselves to effect an intellectual linkage between the ethics of civility
and worker-science. A number of experimental philosophers were clearly
as much masters of self-control as masters of nature and demonstrated in
their personal lives that the magus and the courtier were not implausible
bed-fellows. Bruno, we now know, was an adept courtier, dissembler and
Elizabethan spy.70 Others were as much absorbed by humanity's potential
for self-fashioning as they were by its ability to tame nature. Francis
Bacon, a moralist and lawyer as well as an apologist for the experimental
philosophy, was fascinated by Machiavelli and wrote an important essay
on 'cunning' .71 He knew at first hand, too, from his activities as an
interrogator of suspected Catholic traitors in the 1590s, how successfully
humans could disguise their true feelings : physical torture not physiogno­
my had been his key to prising open the human heart. It was not
surprising that he believed nature would also deliver up her secrets if put
to the question.72

But if Bacon was a moralist as well as a philosopher of scientific
method whose ethical and scientific writings contin~ly interacted and
reflected his personal experience as a ~rown legal officer, he never
specifically related the one to the other. No worker-scientist seems to
have done this before Descartes in the mid-seventeenth century, another
experimental philosopher adept at self-fashioning who broke free from his
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family and intended career as a judge and set himself up in exile as a
semi-recluse.73 It is usually said that Descartes is the only great philoso­
pher never to have written an ethics. This is true and in an important
respect the Frenchman confmed his work to natural philosophy and its
metaphysical underpinning.74 Nevertheless, he did compose a short
treatise on Les Passions de l'ame in the 1640s, which he wrote for
Princess Elizabeth of the Palatinate, exiled in Holland (her father's
electorate had been occupied by the Spanish in the Thirty Years War). In
this treatise, Descartes made it quite clear that he accepted totally the
~ulture of civility : its fmal section (article 50) asserted unequivocally :
'qu'il n'y a point d'ime si faible qu'elle ne puisse, etant bien conduite,
acquerir un pouvoir absolu.sur ses passions. '75 Everyone could be a Louis
XIV if they wanted. Descartes's importance, though, lies not in his
confirmation of the culture of civility but in his explanation of its
possibility. In the treatise on the Passions, in his De I'homme (posthu­
mously published in 1662) and in his metaphysical writings with their
emphasis on the absolute separation ofbody and soul, Descartes provided
an explanation rooted in physiology of the cause of our desires and our
ability to master them. He is thereby true to his tree of knowledge,
outlined in the 1647 introduction to the French translation of the
Principiaphilosophiae (Latin original 1644), which unorthodoxly presents
ethics as a branch of physics.76

Ultimately, then, in the mid seventeenth century the court culture
of self-control was given a scientific underpinning and the ethic of civility
was cleverly shown to be consistent with the new, mechanical philoso­
phy. Before Descartes the experimental philosopher could only offer the
prince. moral and material gifts. With the publication of Les Passions de
l'ame in Amsterdam in 1649, one experimental philosopher - himself,
ironically, a free spirit released by his personal wealth from the need for
a courtly attachment - offered the prince and his court the richer present
of self-understanding. Descartes's philosophy did not just explain why
Aristotelian natural philosophy was a nonsense; it undetmined the whole
framework of the Christian Augustinian outlook. For this reason,
although Descartes was a Catholic Christian, he was a subversive who
gave intellectual credibility to the culture and cult of civility. In this way,
if the new science continued to draw inspiration from the court, court
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culture drew inspiration from the· new science, at least in its mechanist
form. Moliere's Misanthrope, written and produced twenty years later,
bears witness to their fruitful symbiosis. The work of a court dramatist
influenced by the mechanical philosophy, the Misanthrope, first
performed in 1666, is an outrageously confident statement of the rectitude
of the ethic of civility. Those who reject the possibility or importance of
the ethic do not simply subscribe to an alternative, more traditional
Christian culture: they are now misanthropic, put outside humanity
altogether.77
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