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What Someone May Have Whispered

in Elisabeth’s Ear

vlad alexandrescu

1. the formulation of the problem

The intellectual relations between René Descartes and Princess

Elisabeth of Bohemia (1618–1680) have played a major role in the

story of the life of the best-known French philosopher of the seven-

teenth century, more so even than his relations with Queen Christina

of Sweden or with the other women whom he encountered during his

life. Descartes’s relations with Elisabeth have not only the advantage of

their duration, occupying seven years during Descartes’s mature philo-

sophical period, from 1643 to 1650, but they also gave him the

opportunity to go more deeply into specific questions concerning his

thought, and perhaps even to develop his thought in a new direction.

When one reads Descartes’s correspondence for the year 1643, for
which we now have an excellent edition from the Utrecht research

group,1 one is struck by the intellectual quality of the two exchanges

between Descartes and Elisabeth during that year. The first exchange

concerns internal difficulties with Cartesian dualism, resulting from the

metaphysics of the Meditations published in 1641, and the second, the

solution of the geometrical problem of Apollonius, which Descartes

calls ‘the question of three circles’.

The second exchange has drawn relatively less attention from

historians than the first, in part, perhaps, because of the fact that

1 Theo Verbeek, Erik-Jan Bos and Jeroen van de Ven (eds.), The Correspondence of René

Descartes 1643 [Correspondence 1643] (Utrecht: Zeno Institute for Philosophy, 2003). In add-

ition to those at the front of this volume, the following abbreviation is used in this paper:

ED = Lisa Shapiro (ed. and trans.), The Correspondence Between Princess Elisabeth and René

Descartes (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2007).
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Elisabeth’s solution is lost and that a reconstruction of it is possible only

through Descartes’s response. But the exchange has some interesting

features. Elisabeth had proposed an algebraic solution, which was

remarkable, since the only contemporary solutions given to the prob-

lem were geometrical, through ruler and compass constructions.2

Fearing that Elisabeth wouldn’t succeed in resolving the problem

‘because she supposed only one root’,3 Descartes sent her his own

solution by way of Alphonse Pollot. However, Descartes was well

informed about the mathematical milieu of the Princess. He wrote to

the same Pollot: ‘I regret having proposed the question of the three

circles to the Princess of Bohemia, since it is so difficult, that it seems to

me that even an angel who had no other instruction in algebra than

that which St[ampioen] had given her couldn’t solve it without a

miracle’.4 Descartes is here referring to Johan Stampioen, a mathem-

atician who was brought to the court in The Hague in 1638 to give

lessons to Prince William II of Orange-Nassau. In 1638 Stampioen

published the Quaestie aen de Batavische ingenieurs5 and in the following

year his Algebra.6 Descartes reacted against these two challenges to his

own mathematical prowess by inducing Jakob van Wassenaer to

intervene against Stampioen. Van Wassenaer responded numerous

times, so that a real competition arose between the two mathemat-

icians. This competition eventually turned into a dispute to be settled

by jury, which Stampioen wound up losing in 1640.7 I recall these facts

only to show that in posing the problem of three circles to the Princess

Elisabeth in October 1643, Descartes had also intended to inject

himself into the mathematical circles in The Hague. It also shows

2 Adriaan van Roomen, Problema Apolloniacum (Würzburg, 1596); François Viète, Apollo-
nius Gallus seu exsuscitata Apollonii Pergaei peri epafoon geometria (Paris: Le Clerc, 1600). Cf.
Henk Bos, Appendix 3, ‘Descartes, Elisabeth and Apollonius’ Problem’, in Correspondence

1643, 202–11.
3 Descartes to Pollot, 17 November 1643 (AT iv. 43).
4 Descartes to Pollot, 21 October 1643 (AT iv. 26–7).
5 Quaestie aen de Batavische ingenieurs, voorgestellt door Iohan Baptista Antverpensis [pseudo-

nym of Johan Jansz Stampioen de Jonge]. Volghens het spreech-woordt: Laet Konst blijcken, Met

goet bewys (1638).
6 Algebra ofte nieuwe stel-regel waerdoor alles ghevonden wordt in de wis-kunst, wat vindtbaer is

(The Hague: ‘ghedruckt ten huyse van de Autheur in sphaera mundi’, 1639).
7 Cf. the biographical note on Jan Stampioen, in Correspondence 1643, 299–303.
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that behind Descartes’s exchanges with Elisabeth, there are other

figures involved as well.

Descartes’s questions to Elisabeth are influenced by the larger intel-

lectual context in The Hague. The same is true, perhaps, for the

questions that the Princess Elisabeth addressed to Descartes in May,

June and July 1643, though the direction is reversed, as it were. Despite

Elisabeth’s exceptional intelligence and cultivation, which all of the

commentators note, and her knowledge of languages dead and

modern, we must understand the objections that she made against

Descartes in the context of the objections made against theMeditations,

the most important of which were published in 1641 with Descartes’s

responses. (This an exercise which he seems genuinely to have

enjoyed, since he had envisioned a similar exchange after the publica-

tion of his Discourse on the Method and Essays.) Indeed, the publication

of the Meditations had aroused considerable interest in Europe and the

different sects of philosophers had taken up positions with respect to

this new philosophy. Intellectual historians have devoted much atten-

tion to evaluating the different positions put forward in the objections

against the Meditations.8 It seems useful to give the same attention to

the three letters of Elisabeth which open the correspondence with

Descartes, the letters of 16 May, 20 June, and 1 (or 10) July 1643.

In her letter of 16 May 1643, Elisabeth attacks head on the question

of the communication of substances:

I ask you please to tell me how the soul of a human being (it being only a

thinking substance) can determine the bodily spirits, in order to bring about

voluntary actions.9

Elisabeth chose her vocabulary in a way that corresponds at once with

elements internal to Cartesianism and with the vocabulary current in

the schools.

In his Description of the Human Body, a text that Elisabeth surely

didn’t know, but which informs Cartesian anthropology, Descartes

wrote:

8 Jean-Marie Beyssade and Jean-Luc Marion (eds.), Descartes. Objecter et répondre (Paris :

Presses Universitaires de France, 1994); Roger Ariew andMarjorie Grene (eds.),Descartes and

His Contemporaries. Meditations, Objections and Replies (Chicago and London: University of

Chicago Press, 1995).
9 AT iii. 661; ED 62.
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Even the movements which we call ‘voluntary’ occur principally as a result of

this disposition of the organs, since, although it is the soul that determines the

movements, they cannot be produced without the requisite disposition of the

organs, no matter how much we may will this to happen.10

This mechanical view of the motion of body is also behind what

Elisabeth writes in her letter of 16 May 1643:

For it seems that all determination of movement happens through the

impulsion of the thing moved, by the manner in which it is pushed by

that which moves it, or else by the particular qualities and shape of the

surface of the latter. Physical contact is required for the first two conditions,

extension for the third. You entirely exclude the one [extension] from the

notion you have of the soul, and the other [physical contact] appears to me

incompatible with an immaterial thing. This is why I ask you for a more

precise definition of the soul than the one you give in your Metaphysics,

that is to say, of its substance separate from its action, that is, from thought.

For even if we were to suppose them inseparable (which is however difficult

to prove in the mother’s womb and in great fainting spells) as are the

attributes of God, we could, in considering them apart, acquire a more

perfect idea of them.11

For her to conceive the union of the soul and the body, Elisabeth

needs concepts more precise than those which the Meditations of 1641
put in place.12 Perhaps because of a certain attachment to the scholastic

way of thinking of substance (‘the definition of the soul, . . . that is to

say, of its substance separate from its action, that is, from thought’), she

is clearly trying to provoke Descartes to think of the union under a

common concept, something that, quite correctly, she hadn’t found in

theMeditations. She seems to have expected that Descartes should find

this mediatory category in something material, rather than in some-

thing spiritual. From her point of view, this would have the advantage

of permitting one to represent the communication of substances by

10 AT xi. 225; CSM i. 315.
11 AT iii. 661; ED 62.
12 This is also the view of Daniel Garber, who holds that the question of the interactions

among physical bodies in Descartes can’t be understood without appealing to the interaction

between bodies and the soul. See ‘Understanding Interaction: What Descartes Should Have

Told Elisabeth’, in Garber, Descartes Embodied. Reading Cartesian Philosophy through Cartesian

Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 168–88.
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way of category of extension.13 In the letter of 20 June 1643 she claims

to find it ‘easier . . . to concede matter and extension to the soul than to

concede the capacity to move a body and to be moved by it to an

immaterial thing’.14 This, for example, would permit one to under-

stand why the soul is so subject to false impressions that the ‘vapours’

transmit to it and, generally speaking, why the body is subject to being

moved in different ways by the soul. She notes that on Descartes’s view

of the immateriality of the soul, ‘it is altogether very difficult to

understand that a soul . . . after having had the faculty and the custom

of reasoning well, can lose all of this by some vapours’.15

In the light of these texts, what can we say about Elisabeth’s philo-

sophical background? Elisabeth’s need for a ‘definition of the soul . . . that

is to say, of its substance separate from its action, that is, from thought’

should not have been unfamiliar to Descartes: Gassendi had already asked

him for just such a thing in the Fifth Objections to the Meditations:

When you go on to say that you are a thinking thing, then we know what

you are saying; but we knew it already, and it was not what we were asking

you to tell us. Who doubts that you are thinking? What we are unclear

about, what we are looking for, is that inner substance of yours whose

property is to think. Your conclusion should be related to this inquiry, and

should tell us not that you are a thinking thing, but what this thing that

thinks is like.16

Elisabeth then sets out two arguments to support her claim that we

must distinguish the thinking substance from actual thought, namely,

the state of the fetus in its mother’s womb and the state of a person in a

deep faint. If that which makes a person a person is his own thinking,

must we then hold that a fetus already thinks in the mother’s womb?

13 See also the analysis by Lisa Shapiro, in her Introduction to ED, 40–4. Shapiro is of the
opinion that at the time of her first letters to Descartes, Elisabeth leans toward a materialist

and mechanist account of thought (‘a materialist account of mind’ and ‘an account of the

interaction of mind and body consistent with mechanism’).
14 Elisabeth to Descartes, 20 June 1643 (AT iii. 685; ED 68).
15 Ibid. The vapours are a notion by means of which Descartes explains the excessive

influence the body has on the soul in the case of dreamers or the mentally ill. Whether

restoring or blocking the natural way of thinking of the animal spirits, whose function is to

assure a correct mediation between external objects and the pineal gland, the vapours result in

images which lack a referent in real life. Cf. Dioptrics VI, ‘On Vision’ (AT vi. 141);
Meditation I (AT vii. 19; CSM ii. 13).

16 AT vii. 276; CSM ii. 192, translation modified.
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And, during a deep sleep after which a person doesn’t retain any

memory of that state, can one say that he continued to think? Descartes

must also have been familiar with these two arguments from having

read them in Gassendi’s Fifth Objections:

You add that thought alone cannot be separated from you. . . . But it will

hardly convince those who do not see how you are able to think during deep

sleep or indeed in the womb.17

Indeed, in the Fourth Objections Arnauld had already evoked one of

these difficulties, but he had tried to block it:

But all of us can surely see that there may be many things in our mind of which

the mind is not aware. The mind of an infant in its mother’s womb has the

power of thought, but is not aware of it.18

In the same way, the kind of demonstration by reduction to absurdity,

where Elisabeth seems to make appeal to a mechanical account of the

interaction of substances, strangely recalls another passage from the

Fifth Objections of Gassendi:

Then you must explain to us how this ‘directing’ of movement can occur

without some effort—and therefore motion—on your part. How can there be

effort directed against anything, or motion set up in it, unless there is mutual

contact between what moves and what is moved? And how can there be contact

without a body when, as is transparently clear by the natural light, ‘naught apart

from body, can touch or yet be touched’ [Lucretius, De natura rerum I.305].19

If Elisabeth applies the distinction of reason to thinking substance and

to its action, thought (‘For even if we were to suppose them

inseparable . . . as are the attributes of God, we could, in considering

them apart, acquire a more perfect idea of them’20), Gassendi has

already done it, in these same Objections:

You add that thought alone cannot be separated from you. Certainly there is

no reason not to grant you this, particularly if you are simply a mind, and you

17 AT vii. 264; CSM ii. 184.
18 AT vii. 214; CSM ii. 150.
19 AT vii. 341; CSM ii. 237.
20 ‘Car encore que nous les supposions inséparables... comme les attributs de Dieu, nous

pouvons, en les considérant à part, en acquérir une idée plus parfait’, Elisabeth to Descartes,

16 May 1643 (AT iii. 661).
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are not prepared to allow that your substance is distinct from the substance

of the soul except through the way in which you consider it [plus quam

consideratione].21

In advancing such an explanation in his response to Elisabeth on 21
May 1643, Descartes made use of two interesting strategies, one

involving the analogy of weight that he had already used in his

Responses to the Sixth Objections,22 and the other, previously unformu-

lated, involving the three primitive notions. But this didn’t satisfy

Elisabeth. In her letter of 20 June 1643, she returned to the question

of the interaction of substances:

I admit that it would be easier for me to concede matter and extension to the

soul than to concede the capacity to move a body and to be moved by it to an

immaterial thing. For, if the first is achieved through information, it would be

necessary that the spirits, which cause the movements, were intelligent, a

capacity you accord to nothing corporeal. And even though, in your Meta-

physical Meditations, you show the possibility of the second, it is altogether very

difficult to understand that a soul, as you have described it, after having had

the faculty and the custom of reasoning well, can lose all of this by some

vapours, and that, being able to subsist without the body, and having nothing

in common with it, the soul is still so governed by it.23

21 AT vii. 264; CSM II 184, translation modified. ‘[N]olis tuam substantiam a substantia

animae plus quam consideratione distinctam.’ This distinction in accordance with the way in

which we consider the matter (i.e. a distinction of reason) is echoed in Elisabeth’s language:

‘nous pouvons, en les considérant à part, en acquérir une idée plus parfaite’.
22 AT vii. 442.
23 AT iii. 685; ED 68. Elisabeth dated her letter ‘10 June 1643’, but being Protestant, she

used the Julian calendar (see the argument of Adam and Tannery, AT iii. 683), which was in

general use in some Protestant regions of Germany and in the Protestant United Provinces

(but the province of Holland had passed over to the new calendar). In this essay, I have

restored all dates to the Gregorian calendar. The objection raised by T. Verbeek, E. J. Bos

and J. van de Ven (Correspondence 1643, 65) that, since Elisabeth dates her letters starting with 1
July 1643 in accordance with the Gregorian calendar, she would have done the same in her

first two, doesn’t seem decisive to me. For the letter of 1 July, it isn’t certain that Elisabeth

didn’t also use the old style. She doesn’t report in her letter that Anthony van Zurck, sieur

van Bergen, gave her the letter of Descartes’ to which she responds, but only that he is

charged with reporting to the latter her response. The letter could thus be dated 10 July, new
style. Furthermore, there is no evidence that Elisabeth has passed over to the Gregorian

calendar in the dating of the letters of 1 August 1644, 24May, 22 June 1645, etc. Sometimes,

when Elisabeth makes a concession to Descartes, she dates her letters by both calendars, as in

the letters of 6/16 August 1645, or that of 3/13 September 1645, etc. Furthermore, if one

considers the way in which she dates letters to other correspondents, one sees that she always
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With this, Elisabeth clearly reveals her position. In her following letter

of 1 (or 10) July, insisting again on the question of the union of the soul
and the body, she writes:

I also find that the senses show me that the soul moves the body, but they

teach me nothing (no more than do the understanding and the imagination) of

the way in which it does so. For this reason, I think that there are some

properties of the soul, which are unknown to us, which could perhaps

overturn what your Metaphysical Meditations persuaded me of by such good

reasoning: the nonextendedness of the soul. This doubt seems to be founded

on the rule that you give there, in speaking of the true and the false, that all

error comes to us in forming judgments about that which we do not perceive

well enough. Though extension is not necessary to thought, neither is it at all

repugnant to it, and so it could be suited to some other function of the soul

which is no less essential to it.24

Again, Elisabeth is quite close to accepting the view Gassendi advanced

in his Fifth Objections:

So why is it not possible that you are a wind, or rather a very thin vapour,

given off when the heart heats up the purest type of blood, or produced by

some other source, which is diffused through the parts of the body and gives

them life? May it not be this vapour which sees with the eyes and hears with

the ears and thinks with the brain and performs all the other functions which

are commonly ascribed to you?25

Now the difficulty . . . is not about whether or not you are separable from

this body. . . . Rather, the difficulty concerns the body which you yourself

are—for you may be a rarefied body infused into this solid one or occupying

some part of it.26

[M]an consists of two kinds of body, a solid one and a rarefied one, the

common name ‘body’ being retained by the former, while the latter is called

the ‘soul’. . . . So when you conclude that it is certain that you are really

distinct from your body, you see that I will grant you this conclusion, but

will not therefore grant that you are incorporeal, as opposed to being a kind of

very rarefied body distinct from your more solid body.27

uses the Julian calendar, or, if not, both calendars at the same time: see the letters to Robert

Barclay and William Penn, in ED 183–216.
24 AT iv. 2; ED 72.
25 AT vii. 260; CSM ii. 181.
26 AT vii. 336; CSM ii. 233.
27 AT vii. 342; CSM ii. 237.
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From this, it is easier to explain the appearance of the notion of vapours

in Elisabeth’s second letter. Gassendi used the very same notion in his

Objections:

You will also have to prove that this solid body of yours contributes nothing

whatever to your thought (for you have never been without it, and have so far

never had any thoughts when separated from it). You will thus have to prove

that you think independently of the body in such a way that you can never be

hampered by it or disturbed by the foul and dense vapours or fumes which

from time to time have such a bad effect on the brain.28

Furthermore, this offers precisely the instrument necessary to compre-

hend the interaction of the body and the mind in accordance with the

common category of extension. Elisabeth’s conclusion in the letter of 1
(or 10) July (‘At the very least, it makes one abandon the contradiction

of the Scholastics, that it [the soul] is both as a whole in the whole body

and as a whole in each of its parts’.)29 is the same as the one Gassendi

already gave in his Fifth Objections:

Whatever you say, it will remain obscure and uncertain whether you are

entirely present in any given part, or else present in each part by means of your

various parts. What is much clearer is that nothing can exist simultaneously

and in its entirety in several places; and hence it will turn out to be even more

evident that you are not wholly in all the individual parts but wholly in the

whole body. This means that you are diffused throughout the body by means

of your parts, and thus have extension.30

The basic question, namely, ‘how can the soul move the body, if it is in

no way material?’,31 doesn’t necessarily derive from a materialist pos-

ition. Henry More some years later will also maintain that God and

minds are extended, addressing to Descartes exactly the same question

that Gassendi and Elisabeth posed to him.32 Nevertheless, in his

28 AT vii. 262–3; CSM ii. 183.
29 AT iv. 2; ED 72.
30 AT vii. 340; CSM ii. 236.
31 This is how Descartes himself reformulates it some years later, in a letter to Clerselier

where he responds to a group of Gassendi’s friends who had reformulated and abridged the

latter’s Disquisitio metaphysica. See AT ix. 213; CSM ii. 275.
32 More to Descartes, 11 December 1648:

In fact, how can he [i.e. God] imprint motion on matter, which you yourself say he did once

and which he still does, unless he as it were touches the matter of the universe or, at least, he

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/10/2012, SPi

What Someone May Have Whispered in Elisabeth’s Ear 9



Objections Gassendi suggested a materialist treatment that Elisabeth

totally absorbed.

From reading these texts, it seems quite plausible to suppose that the

Princess Elisabeth drew her objections against Descartes’s Meditations

from the reservoir of ideas furnished by Gassendi in his Fifth Objec-

tions.33 Furthermore, one can benefit from not neglecting the histor-

ical data that seem to me to confirm this hypothesis. But for this one

must first wonder if the fact that the Princess chose Gassendi rather

than the other authors of the objections published in the collection of

1641 wasn’t also due to her philosophical entourage. Were there

people around her who would have made her lean towards an Epicur-

ean materialism nourished in the neo-Aristotelian tradition?

2. the encounter and its preparations

To answer this question we must take account of an important medi-

ator, namely Samuel Sorbière (1615–1670). Living in the Low Coun-

tries since April 1642, Sorbière frequented the intellectual venues in

Amsterdam and The Hague. Born to a Protestant family in Languedoc,

Samuel Sorbière arrived in Paris in 1639, where he was presented to

Mersenne. Interested in ideas about mechanist and atomist physics, he

became acquainted with Gassendi in 1641. Even though during his first
years living in the United Provinces, he was the preceptor in the

household of the Rijngraaf Frederik Magnus van Salm, governor of

Sluse from August 1642,34 Sorbière was often in The Hague, as his

letters to Gassendi show.35

once touched it? . . . Therefore God is extended in his way, and is spread out, and thus he is an

extended thing. (AT v. 238–9).
33 This hypothesis has never been formulated as such. However, see the intuition of Colin

F. Fowler in Descartes on the Human Soul: Philosophy and the Demands of Christian Doctrine

(Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1999): ‘Echoing the objections of Gassendi, Elizabeth posed her

question succinctly in terms of the ability of an immaterial soul to move the body’ (400);
‘Descartes respectfully referred to Elizabeth’s questions as ‘ses commandements’, praising

them as ‘ingénieuses’, ‘judicieuses’ and ‘solides’. When Gassendi posed the same question

about mind-body interaction he had met with scornful rejections (see Fifth Responses, AT vii.

390; CSM ii. 266)’ (401n.).
34 Noel Malcolm, ‘Samuel de Sorbière’, biographical notice, in Thomas Hobbes, Corres-

pondence (Oxford: Oxford University Press), vol. 2, 894.
35 Letters of 25 August 1642, 9May 1643, 18 April 1644, 10May 1644; see Gassendi,Opera

vi. 447, 453, 469, 469–70.
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On 10 June 1643, ten days before the day on which Elisabeth wrote

her second letter to Descartes, Sorbière met her for a long discussion,

which he recalled in a letter he wrote a few days later to Thomas Martel:

I shouldn’t pass over the glorious thing that happened to me on June 10, when

sent for by Her Highness the Princess Elisabeth, I was able to enjoy a

conversation of almost two hours with this heroine. . . . The object of the

conversation was Descartes’s reasonings, where she found great pleasure. And

on this occasion, I made mention of our Gassendi, and somewhat later his

learned book, ‘On the Life of Peiresc’ to Samson Johnson, who is a distin-

guished man, the chaplain to the Most Serene Queen. . . .We will soon read a

part of his physical meditations, which are printed in Amsterdam by Louis

Elzevir, from which we can make a fuller judgment of the author.36

The Utrecht research group commented on this passage of the letter

and advanced the hypothesis that Sorbière was referring here to the

Principia philosophiae, already in the process of being produced by Louis

Elzevir in Amsterdam.37 However, I think that Sorbière understands

by ‘the part of the physical meditations’ the part of the Meditations

which treats the communication of substances, that is, the Sixth

Meditation, to which Elisabeth alluded in the letter she wrote to

Descartes ten days later:

And even though, in yourMetaphysical Meditations, you show the possibility of

the second [i.e. to attribute the capacity to move a body and to be moved by it

to an immaterial thing], it is altogether very difficult to understand that a soul,

as you have described it, after having had the faculty and the custom of

reasoning well, can lose all of this by some vapours, and that, being able to

36 Sorbière to Thomas Martel, 15 June 1643 (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale [BN], MS

latin 10352, fol. 57v, 58), in Descartes: Correspondance, ed. Charles Adam and Gérard Milhaud.

8 vols. (Paris: Félix Alcan [vols. 1–2]/Presses Universitaires de France [vols. 3–8], 1936–1963),
vol. 5, 317. Sorbière’s other comments about the court from the same letter are also

interesting:

I was distressed to see that in this court, where the great minds are in favor, they don’t know

well enough a person [i.e. Gassendi] who is more worthy of honor than anyone in our age.

I certainly admire the genius of Descartes, but the soft and pleasant style of Gassendi, imbued

with humanistic literacy, pleases me even more, and his way of philosophizing is more

compatible with my own. Descartes lacks much of this literary polish, which has never been

an obstacle to a man well-born and well-educated when he writes, and his way of philoso-

phizing feels the effects of a bit of the melancholic humor, it seems to me.
37 Correspondence 1643, Calendar, 1643/06/10, 219.
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subsist without the body, and having nothing in common with it, the soul is

still so governed by it.38

Indeed, the Principia didn’t appear from Louis Elzevir in Amsterdam

until 1644,39 though they had published, in May 1642, a new edition of

the Meditations, augmented with the Seventh Objections and Replies.

Sorbière would consequently have designated the Sixth Meditation

of Descartes by the name of Physics, which wouldn’t have been

anything extraordinary, given that in it Descartes attacks precisely

the possibility of grounding physics.

The role Sorbière played in the diffusion of Gassendi’s thought is

well known. Shortly after his arrival in Amsterdam on 8 June 1642,
Sorbière asked Gassendi to send him the manuscript of the Disquisitio,

informing him of the steps that he had taken with Elzevir for publish-

ing it as soon as he had received it from Paris.40 He would end up

receiving it in the very period of interest to us, as is shown in the letter-

preface of Gassendi to Sorbière, dated 9 June 1643, printed at the head
of theDisquisitio metaphysica, which would appear in Amsterdam (apud

Iohannem Blaeu) in February 1644.41 Sorbière also reports that Elisa-

beth wished to read Gassendi’s Disquisitio, that is, the complete dossier

of questions and replies relating to the Meditations.

Moreover, when I indicated that I had seen the Disquisitio metaphysica in

Paris, which he [i.e. Gassendi] was keeping under wraps [premebat], so as not

to pass from one dispute to another, all the authors wanted me to arrange for

it to be sent as soon as possible. And the Princess Elisabeth herself, the eldest

daughter of the most serene King of Bohemia, who was very well disposed

38 Elisabeth to Descartes, 10 June 1643 (AT iii. 685; ED 68).
39 Certainly not before 1 (or 10) August, when Anthony van Zurck, sieur van Bergen,

offered Elisabeth a copy of it, from Descartes (Elisabeth to Descartes, AT iv. 131). The
printing of the volume was delayed by the slowness with which Elzevir had engraved the

drawings that accompanied the Principia. Descartes had expected its release from March 1644
(Descartes to P. Grandamy, 2 May 1644, AT iv. 122).

40 Sorbière to Gassendi, in Gassendi, Opera vi. 447.
41 There is a modern edition with French translation in Pierre Gassendi, Disquisitio

metaphysica, seu dubitationes et instantiae adversus Renati Cartesii Metaphysicam et responsa.

Recherches métaphysiques, ou doutes et instances contre la métaphysique de R. Descartes et ses réponses,

Bernard Rochot, ed. and trans. (Paris: Vrin, 1962). See also Opera iii. 273–410. In English,

some fragments are translated in Gassendi, Selected Works, ed. and trans. Craig Brush (New

York: Johnson Reprints, 1972).
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toward Descartes, was eager to read a published edition, along with the

others.42

In the debate which opposed Descartes to Gassendi, Sorbière played a

rather harmful role. Francisque Bouiller would go so far as to say that

‘he seems to have sought to poison’ their relations,43 based the testi-

mony of Adrien Baillet:

He [i.e. Sorbière] had already given himself entirely over to M. Gassendi

before having seen M. Descartes; he was his perpetual panegyrist; he was the

preacher of his philosophy from then on, the summarizer and the compiler of

his writings and the historian of his life. He was also always M. Gassendi’s

continual spy all the time he was in Holland, and he left out nothing that could

destroy Descartes in Gassendi’s mind with unkind reports.44

In writing this, Baillet expressed an opinion hostile to Sorbière that

was quite generally shared among the Cartesians. One can find signs of

this in a letter Mersenne addressed to Sorbière in 1646:

There is something I know-not-what contrary to Descartes in your soul, which

is a portent of virulent and disgraceful poison. You can hardly control yourself

from disinheriting him and his works from the portion to which he is entitled.45

As one should doubtless note,46 the documents are lacking for us to be

certain that Sorbière had met with Elisabeth before the Princess wrote

42 Preface by Sorbière to Oeuvres de Gassendi (Lyon: Anisson, 1658), vol. 1, 5, ã 3, in AT

iv. 60:

Cum autem significassem vidisse me Lutetiae Parisiorum Disquisitionem Metaphysicam,

quam premebat, ne litem ex lite moveret, auctores fuere omnes ut mitti quamprimum

curarem, et illa ipsa Princeps Elizabetha, Serenissimi Regis Bohemiae filia natu maxima,

quae tantum favit Cartesio, cum caeteris auebat editam perlegere.
43 Histoire de la philosophie cartésienne (Paris: Auguste Durand, 1854), vol. 1, 540:

It is he who incited Gassendi to reply through the Instantiae to Descartes’s response, and who

published them in Holland together with the first objections and Descartes’s response, under

the title Disquisitio metaphysica, adding a preface that was offensive to Descartes. He was very

well versed in Gassendi’s philosophy, and Bernier [Gassendi’s most important expositor] used

to say in old age that except for Sorbière, he didn’t know a better Gassendist than himself.
44 Adrien Baillet, La Vie de Monsieur Descartes [La Vie] (Paris: Daniel Horthemels, 1691),

vol. 1, 171.
45 Mersenne to Sorbière, 5 November 1646 (see AT iv. 515). The Latin original refers

here to the ‘virilis pars’, a legal term that designates the portion of an estate which goes to a

male child. It has been translated freely.
46 I would like to thank Daniel Garber for having made this objection.
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her first letter to Descartes on 16 May 1643. Even if it is reasonable to

believe that the discussion of 10 June wasn’t their first conversation,

one will see that Sorbière had approached Elisabeth through the

intermediation of her intellectual entourage. Among others, he main-

tained a close contact with the Anglican pastor Samson Johnson (1603–

1661), court chaplain to Queen Elisabeth of Bohemia. Indeed, in a

letter of 19 July 1643, after having met with him on 10 June 1643, in the

presence of the Princess Elisabeth, and having told him about Gassen-

di’s observations on the five new satellites of Jupiter discovered by

Father Antoine Maria Rheita in Cologne,47 he thanked Johnson for

having presented him to the Princess:

Pierre Gassendi sent me his Judgment on the observation of the five satellites of

Jupiter made recently by a Capuchin of Cologne, which I thought should be

transmitted to you as soon as possible, so that you could clearly see how tireless

is our friend as an investigator of natural things, and to make obvious at the

same time, by this letter, how much I honor you and the extent to which I am

obliged to you, with the help of God, for having been the intermediary in

making the acquaintance of Her Highness the Princess.

I also received the four letters on the apparent size of the sun48 and the two

letters on impressed motion,49 filled with numerous riches, which, if you

would like, I will send you. I would have sent them without your request, if

I hadn’t assumed that [Constantijn?] Huygens had made a copy for you.

About the Disquisitio Metaphysica, which I now have in my hands and

which I am undertaking to publish before much longer, I couldn’t have

wished for anything more accurate, anything more subtle, anything more

modest, anything more elegant to have been written. M. Descartes would

show himself a truly great man, at the level of a well-born, noble, and wise

gentleman, if once he had read this response, he would publicly confess how

unjustly, not to say how rashly, he had mistreated this best of men [i.e.

Gassendi],

47 Father Antoine Marie Schyrle de Rheita (1604–1660), astronomer and maker of optical

instruments, the inventor of a binocular telescope, made astronomical observations in

Cologne in 1642, which he published under the title Novem Stellae circa Iovem visae et de

eisdem Petri Gassendi Iudicium (Paris: Sebastianum Cramoisy, 1643).
48 Epistolae quatuor de apparente magnitudine solis humilis et sublimis, in Gassendi, Opera iii.

420–77.
49 The reference is to the two first letters of the Epistolae tres de motu impresso a motore

translato, in Gassendi,Opera iii. 478–563. Sorbière’s response to Gassendi from the 8May 1643
is published in Opera vi. 453.
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. . . but this man wishes to be above all others50

nor will he easily change for the better that which he has once conceived in his

soul or let loose by word from his mouth, since

what he has written, he has written.51

But I can tell you many things directly, with the help of God; for I hope to

come to Holland in the beginning of September.

Goodbye, and if it isn’t too difficult, please inform Her Highness the

Princess of the honors that I rend to her. Sluse, 19 July 164352

This unpublished letter shows Sorbière, at a time when he is already

busy with the publication of the Disquisitio metaphysica, trying to

establish complicity with Samson Johnson against Descartes and in

favour of Gassendi, and allowing himself to use a comparison between

Descartes and Pontius Pilate in regard to the attitude Descartes takes to

Gassendi, whom he qualifies as ‘the best of men’.

It is probable that Sorbière saw in Johnson more than an agent for

the diffusion of Gassendi’s ideas to the Palatine Court in The Hague.

50 Homer, Iliad, I.287, ed. W.F. Wyatt, trans. A.T. Murray (Cambridge, MA: Harvard

University Press, 1924).
51 Cf. John 19:22. The speaker here is Pontius Pilate.
52 BN, MS latin 10352, Epistolae Samuelis Sorbière ad illustres et eruditos viros scriptae...

Accedunt illustrium et eruditorum virorum ad eundem Epistolae... Cura et opera Henrici Sorbière,

auctoris filii, Parisiis, 1673, 2 vols. in 1 vol. in-folio; vol. 1, fol. 63v–64r.

Missit ad me Petrus Gassendus Judicium suum circa observationem quinque Satellitum Jovis

nuper a Capucino Coloniensi factam, quod ad te quamprimum transmittendum censui, ut

inde perspectum haberes quam sedulus sit Amicus noster, rerum naturalium rimator, atque

eadem opera testatum tibi hocce Epistolio facerem, quantum te colam, quanto reputem Dei

beneficio tibi, teque Proxeneta summae Principi innotuisse. Accepi et Epistolas quatuor de

apparente Solis magnitudine, et duas de Motu impresso, immensa fruge refertas, quas cum

jusseris ad te mittam, misissemque injussus nisi suspicando copiam tibi ab Hugenio factam.

DeDisquisitione Metaphysica, quam nunc prae manibus habeo et propediem excudi curabo,

velim scias nihil accuratius, nihil subtilius, nihil modestius, nihil elegantius scribi potuisse.

Magnum praestabit D. Cartesius et homine quidem ingenuo, nobili, Philosopho dignum si

lecta Responsione ista publice fateatur quam immerito, ne dicam inconsiderate Virum

optimum male habuerit.

Iºº� ‹�� I�cæ KŁ�º�Ø ��æd ���	ø� 
����ÆØ ¼ººø�,

neque facile quod semel animo concepit, aut quod ore verbum excidit in melius mutabit,

� ªKªæÆç�, ªKªæÆç�.

Sed plura coram, Deo juvante; spero enim me in Hollandiam ineunte Septembri profec-

turum. Vale et perge mihi favere, Celsissimam Principem quaeso, nisi grave sit, cultus mei

certiorem facias. Slusis 19. Julij 1643.
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Johnson was close to Grotius. The latter had known him since 1632–

1634 in Hamburg, where he accompanied the English diplomat Sir

Robert Anstruther.53 It was in part on the recommendation of Grotius

that Johnson obtained his post as chaplain to Elisabeth Stuart at The

Hague. Since 1639 he had been seriously suspected of Socinianism, the

reason why he ended by being dismissed from his post in 1644.54 From
1641, Sorbière had also become a convinced Socinian, which rated a

denunciation among the pastors of the Paris Church, and led to his

voluntary exile in the United Provinces. Sorbière also made Grotius’s

acquaintance in 1642. In the United Provinces, he had been welcomed

by his own cousin Étienne de Courcelles, professor at the Remon-

strant College of Amsterdam. He corresponded with Martinus Ruarus

(1588–1657), a Socinian theologian in Danzig. He was friendly with

Gerardus Vossius, a friend of the Remonstrants. He kept company

with the books of Andreas Wissowatius and Jean Crell, choirmasters of

Socinianism. Whether or not he was successful in this complicity with

Johnson, on 10 May 1644 Sorbière announced to Gassendi that

Samson Johnson had passed over to Gassendism:

[T]his Samson Johnson, preacher to theMost Serene Queen of Bohemia, who

was very attached to Cartesian doctrines before he read your Disquisitio,

announces frequently before me that you have completely ruined Descartes’s

demonstrations.55

Even if Gassendi understood this ‘conversion’ as the effect of the

publication of his Disquisitio metaphysica, it is obvious that warm rela-

tions between Sorbière and Johnson had been established well before.

Baillet gave an indication of this:

M. de Sorbière didn’t do badly at souring the relations more and more

between M. Descartes and M. Gassendi. He took great care to inform the

53 Henk J.M. Nellen, ‘In Strict Confidence : Grotius’ Correspondence with His Socinian

Friends’, in T. Van Houdt, J. Papy, G. Tournoy and C. Matheeussen (eds.), Self-presentation

and Social Identification.The Rhetoric and Pragmatics of Letter Writing in Early Modern Times

(Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2002).
54 W. Nijenhuis, Ecclesia reformata. Studies on the Reformation (Leiden: Brill, 1994), vol. 2,

243–5.
55 ‘Samsono illi Ionssono Serenissimae Reginae Bohemiae concionatori, qui cum ante

lectam Disquisitionem tuam esset Cartesianis dogmatis addictissimus, nunc saepius coram me

pronunciavit, enervatas a te omnino demonstrationes Cartesii.’ Sorbière to Gassendi, 10May

1644 (Gassendi, Opera vi. 470).
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latter all of the miracles which his book brought about in the United Prov-

inces against the sect of Cartesianism. Above all he didn’t forget the conver-

sion of the preacher of the Queen of Bohemia, the Electrice Palatine, named

Samson Jonsson [sic], who was an enthusiastic Cartesian before reading the

Disquisitio of M. Gassendi. So that according to him, the Meditations of

M. Descartes had been completely discredited, and that he was obligated to

do something new with them, if he continued to think of establishing a sect.

This didn’t at all hinder his wooing of M. Gassendi, who displaying outwardly

no other ambition but that of making himself the restorer of the sect of

Epicurus, never renounced the glory of becoming the head of the

Epicureans.56

Indeed, an unpublished letter from Johnson to Sorbière shows that by

27 August 1644, he had established regular interaction grounded in

confidence:

Most distinguished and learned Gentleman . . . very recently, the nobles

whom you know have come back from their journey to the north of Holland,

have hoped to regain the city of the Princess and, uncertain of the time of their

trip to France, they haven’t fixed the month. . . . Further discussions are

needed, but I myself have filled the role of he who faithfully reminds them;

they are constant in their plan and they remember their promises. . . . I pray

you not to accuse me of lack of concern due to my late response. In literary

matters, there isn’t much to add since you left; on your return we will have the

time to speak in person about the activities accomplished by the Princess.

Samson Jonson [sic], 27 August 1644.57

Sorbière could thus infiltrate the entourage of the Princess, well before

he was admitted to have philosophical discussions with her. In fact,

Elisabeth seems to have accorded great importance to what the

preacher of the Palatine Court said to her. One can find a late memory

56 Baillet, La Vie, vol. 2, 210.
57 BN, MS latin 10352, vol. 2, fol. 68v.
Clarissime et Doctissime Vir, [...] recens admodum reversi nobiles illi quos nosti ex itinere

septentrionali Hollandico, castra Principis petiere incerti de tempore peregrinationis Gallicae,

mensem nondum destinarunt, [?] est reditus ut ulteroribus consilijo opus, sed ego fidi

admonitoris supplevi vices et firmi sunt in proposito et promissis memores, interea si occasio

aliqua in [?] tibi contingat tuorum festinata amicorum opera suadeo ne negligas, sin aliter

securus mihi videor de tuo bono horum Juvenum cura et prospectione; quaeso me ne incuria

arguas propter tarditatem responsi. In re literaria non multum additamenti est ab abitu tuo, in

reditu post [?] Principis protractos labores uberius dabitur coram disserendi tempus. Samso-

nus Johnsonus, Hagae Comitis XXVII Augusti. MDCXLIIII.
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of it in a letter she wrote in 1670 in refusing to receive a preacher that

her brother thought to send to her for the Lutheran convent of

Herford of which she had become abbess in 1667:

[I]t is true that modern preachers in this kingdom cannot approach the old

ones and that they apply themselves more to the regularity of their periods and

the beauty of their antitheses [i.e. to rhetoric] than to probing consciences; this

tickles the ears but doesn’t touch the heart.58

In this way, through his connections with Johnson, Sorbière could

well have influenced the Princess, and whispered Gassendist thoughts

in her ear even before her first direct contact with Descartes.

One can see a confirmation of this hypothesis in a dedicatory epistle,

which Sorbière meant to introduce his French translation of the

Syntagma philosophiae Epicuri by Gassendi, where he recalls his conver-

sation of 1643 with the Princess Elisabeth:

Madame,

Some years ago in The Hague Your Highness was pleased to request me to

acquaint her with my opinions about a curious and difficult question, in

the demonstration of which, by natural reason, the two greatest Philoso-

phers of this century did not agree because they did not follow the same

method, although they wished to draw the same conclusion. Both of them

posited as an unwavering truth the fact that the human soul is immaterial.

The first one affirmed that the reasons that he had brought forward in his

Metaphysical Meditations had the force of Mathematical Demonstrations

and were the only ones which one could find. The other one did not see

the evidence of this, did not despair that the posterity could discover

stronger ones and deeply believed that this matter, being in the realm of

Divine Faith, depends mainly on the authority of the Church and on the

Revelation that God gave us in the Holy Scriptures, more than on any

human reasoning.

This was, Madame, the difference that I then said to Your Highness to be

between the method of Monsieur Descartes and the Disquisition of Monsieur

Gassendi. As a result of this, You took the opportunity to be informed in more

detail about the latter, and I was pleased by this praiseworthy curiosity,

58 Elisabeth to J. Ludwig Fabritius, Professor of the Academy of Heidelberg and Coun-

cillor of Charles-Louis, the Elector Palatine, Herford, 9 January 1670, in A. Foucher de

Careil,Descartes et la Princesse Palatine, ou l’influence du cartésianisme sur les femmes au XVIIe siècle

(Paris: Auguste Durand, 1862), 95.
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because of the precise knowledge I had of the piety, the morals and of the

learning of this incomparable man.59

3. cartesius triumphans

Despite the severe judgments of the Cartesians, Sorbière later acquired

a place for himself in intellectual history. Even if the portrait René

Pintard gives is scarcely more flattering,60 there are also more compre-

hensive and sympathetic judgments about him than those found

among the Cartesians, as, for example, that of the American historian

Albert Balz, who has revived his memory.61 A fervent adept of

Gassendi, Sorbière was a good messenger for his ideas in the Low

Countries, at least in his earlier years. But, according to Balz, Cartesian

elements seem to creep into his thought.

Basing his reading of Sorbière largely on the 1660 collection of his

writings, Lettres et discours de M. Sorbière, sur diverses matières curieuses,

published almost two decades after his earlier encounters with Elisa-

beth, Balz notes that Sorbière was disappointed by Gassendi’s some-

what perfunctory acceptance of the immateriality and the immortality

of the soul, and that he sought to use Descartes’s ideas to demonstrate

the existence of God and the existence and immortality of the soul.

And, contrary to what one might expect, Balz notes that Sorbière

largely rejected important features of Epicureanism, notably the eter-

nity of atoms,62 the plurality of worlds or the origin of the world in the

blind collision of atoms63:

59 Letter XV, A la Sérénissime Princesse Elisabeth, Première Fille de Frédéric, Roy de Bohème,

Comte Palatin et Prince Electeur de l’Empire, dated 3 June 1652, in Lettres et Discours de M. Sorbière

sur diverses matières curieuses [Lettres] (Paris : François Clousier, 1660), 69–70.
60 René Pintard, Le libertinage érudit dans la première moitié du XVIIe siècle, nouvelle édition

augmentée (Paris: Boivin, 1943; reprint Genève: Slatkine, 2000), 334–48.
61 ‘He illustrates the inability of the age either to assimilate the spirit of Cartesian teaching

or to escape its influence’. Balz, Cartesian Studies (New York: Columbia University Press,

1960), 66.
62 Sorbière, Lettres: Letter XVIII to Mazarin, Contre la pluralité des mondes admise par

Epicure, 90–6; Letter XXXV to César d’Estrées, 8 April 1659, Contre l’infinité des mondes et
l’éternité de l’Univers, 253–9.

63 Ibid., Letter XXXVII to César d’Estrées, 12 April 1659, De la Providence de Dieu.

Réponse aux erreurs d’Epicure, 264–74.
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Physical science, safeguarded by the opposition of science and metaphysics,

surrounded by a circumference of skepticism, with this skepticism counter-

balanced by arguments for the existence of God, the spirituality and immor-

tality of the soul—these factors define the compromise of Sorbière.64

Sorbière used various arguments to establish the incorporeality of the

soul. The first argument starts from the difference between the under-

standing and the imagination. There is in us a form of intellection

which permits us to understand things which cannot be imagined. We

conceive things for which there isn’t an image in the brain and for

which we cannot form any image. Drawing from Descartes’s arsenal of

arguments, Sorbière uses the example of the sun, which we cannot

imagine as being many times bigger than the earth, even if we know

that it is.65 Since the understanding doesn’t involve images, it follows

that it is immaterial, just as imagination is material because it needs

material images.

The first [proof] is from those things which make us see manifestly

that intellection is completely different from the imagination, in order to

eliminate the prejudice that certain people have that the understanding and

phantasy aren’t distinct faculties and that the latter is in animals the same as in

men, except that in us it is more exquisite, and called understanding,

though it doesn’t differ from what the animals have except by more and

less, which doesn’t change its kind. But to regard matters more closely, one

finds that there is in us a certain sort of intellection or manner of conceiving,

through which our reasoning is so greatly elevated that we can understand

things which it is impossible for us to imagine, that is, things of which we

don’t have any image in the brain, whatever effort we might make to

represent them. Let me take the example of the size of the sun. Even

though through our reasoning we conceive that it is 160 times larger than

the Earth, our imagination is so strongly opposed to that that we cannot

represent to ourselves a body so vast and we always remain with the

representation of a small globe, as it appears to us. Or, if we enlarge the

picture of it, it is not by much, and it is always with such confusion that we

can’t form any reasonable idea of it. Indeed, even if we take account of what

appears to us, that the sky around us is a vault that rests on the horizon, we

64 Balz, Cartesian Studies, 72.
65 See, for example, Meditation III, AT vii. 39: ‘ut, exempli causa, duas diversas solis ideas

apud me invenio, etc.’. One naturally thinks here of Meditation VI and the example of the

chiliagon (AT vii. 72–3; CSM ii. 51).
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find that far from conceiving an idea of this immense grandeur, the

entire world doesn’t represent itself to our imagination even as large as the

sun discovers itself to our understanding. I could bring forward many

other examples to verify the distinction between the phantasy and intellec-

tion, and show that the one lacks a material image unlike the other; and

thus that the intellectual faculty is immaterial, just as the faculty of the

imagination is proved material by the need that it has for material images.

It is indeed true that the understanding uses images of sense and imagination,

as steps from which it climbs to the action which pertains to it, which is to

strip its ideas of all matter. And it is in this very thing that it makes its

immateriality known.66

The second argument begins from the fact that the understanding

reflects on itself. When the understanding considers its own proper

function, conceiving or understanding, it reflects on itself. For Sor-

bière this is the case of a thing which acts on itself, which furnishes an

exception to the axiom, ‘nothing acts on itself ’. He writes:

The other kind of actions of the understanding which confirm for us the

proof of its spiritual nature, is the reflection it makes on itself any time it

considers itself and its functions, and particularly when it conceives that it

understands. This without a doubt surpasses all corporeal faculties. For

everything that is corporeal is so attached to a place that it can never carry

itself toward another where it isn’t now, from which one has formulated this

axiom, that nothing acts on itself. One part can certainly act on another, as the

hand can hit the thigh. But a part cannot act on itself, nor can the tip of the

finger hit itself.67

But this axiom is a law for corporeal things. The eye doesn’t remark on

the fact that it sees, nor does the imagination that it imagines. These

faculties and their actions are corporeal. On the other hand, reflection

is the work of a superior faculty, independent of matter and corporeal

nature:

66 Sorbière, Lettres, Letter XVII to Mazarin, Réfutation de quelques erreurs d’Epicure. Preuves

que l’âme est incorporelle, 82–3.
67 Ibid., 83–4. For the axiom, see Gassendi, Fifth Objections: ‘When I think about why it is

that sight does not see itself and the intellect does not understand itself, it occurs to me that

nothing acts on itself. Thus the hand (or the tip of the finger) does not strike itself and the foot

does not kick itself ’ (AT vii. 292; CSM ii. 203). However, Gassendi didn’t exclude thought,

as Sorbière does here.
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[B]ut this reflection is the work of a superior faculty, detached from matter,

which considers other subaltern faculties below itself, and which itself can

consider itself, without the need for any image.68

This action proper to the understanding serves to form universal

notions and assures the universality of reason:

As to the object of our understanding, it embraces all things, incorporeal as

well as corporeal, being qua being, the entire extent of truth, even though

many obstacles prevent it from arriving at all of the knowledge that it aspires to

and which is in its jurisdiction.69

The third argument is this. If the soul were corporeal, it would

never even suspect the existence of incorporeal things. But the reverse

isn’t true. The soul can know and does know corporeal things, even if

it itself is incorporeal, since that which is superior in excellence

contains in itself eminently all inferior qualities:

There are two highest genera, the corporeal and the incorporeal, under which all

things are included. From thefirst one can drawproofs that the soul is incorporeal,

since it [i.e. the soul] knows of body its definition [elle cognoist dans le corps la raison

du corps], or, to explain myself in the terminology of the Schools, its corporeality.

For this knowledge the soul must be elevated above the corporeal no less than it is

necessary that the eye not be immersed in the sea, if it is to know its extension. It is

also necessary that the soul should not be organic in any way, since it knows what

an organ is. For the organ holding a certain middle position between faculty and

object, it cannot be that for which it serves as an organ, and consequently, the

understanding is not at all organic in the knowledge that it has of organs, for then

it would act on itself, whose impossibility is completely obvious.70

Balz considers Sorbière’s arguments to be ‘an ill-digested combination

of Gassendist and Cartesian teachings’.71 Though Gassendi admits a

spiritual soul, the subject of rational intuition and superior to the

material or corporeal soul, he proceeds as if only the corporeal soul

exists. In fact, the immaterial soul is beyond what can be sought, and in

serious work in philosophy and in natural philosophy, it can be

omitted. The usage of the term ‘incorporeal’ arises in Sorbière,

according to Balz, from a scholastic distinction intermixed with

68 Ibid., 84. 69 Ibid., 86. 70 Ibid., 87–8.
71 Balz, Cartesian Studies, 73.
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Epicurean atomism: ‘The latter gives a content to the “matter” of the

traditional distinction, while the “form” breaks into portions, repre-

sented in part by the material soul and in part by the incorporeal

rational principle.’72

But, on a closer analysis, the main thread of Sorbière’s argument

seems to me Cartesian. Indeed, it is possible clearly to show the

immortality of the soul, according to Sorbière, in establishing the

incorporeal character of its essence, together with the fact that by

death we cannot conceive of anything but the separation of parts.

Furthermore, establishing the spirituality of the soul gives a satisfactory

answer to the ancient question concerning its seat.73 Finally, refuting

an argument of Epicurus against the immortality of the soul, Sorbière

responds to Gassendi’s doctrine: drunkenness and other similar phe-

nomena don’t demonstrate the corporeal character of the soul, but

only that the brain is not in a proper state to receive the influence of

the soul.

It isn’t the soul, but the brain and the imagination which are clouded by the

vapours; the understanding can’t discover species with its former clarity. And

if the members of the body relax, it isn’t because the soul loses its former

power to sustain it, but it is that they aren’t in as good a state to receive its

action and carry out the motion which the soul imprints on it.74

In short, the brain is an instrument of the soul, at least of this soul

which is an incorporeal rational principle. Drunkenness, like death

itself, is a sign that this instrument is not available rather than a proof

that the soul is subject to the states of the body or even that it is

perishable.

If one follows the common opinion that the soul is all in all, and all

in each part, just as intentional species are in the air and in a mirror, it’s

useless to picture to oneself the supposed turning in on itself of the soul

which Lucretius talks of. In fact, there is only a simple cessation of its

72 Ibid., 74, which cites Sorbière’s letter XVII to Mazarin and letter XXXIX [in fact, XL]

to César d’Estrées, Bishop of Laon. ‘But there is a great difference between the way in which

the eye is part of the body, and the soul is a part of the man. The former is an integral part, and

the latter is its form; the one is a body and the other is a mind which has in itself the principle

of all of its actions.’ Sorbière, Lettres, 305.
73 Letter XL, to César d’Estrées, Bishop of Laon, Paris, 15 May 1659. De l’immortalité de

l’âme. Lettres, 295.
74 Ibid., 303.
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act of informing the furthest parts to the point that finally the principle

is abandoned, as well as the others.75

In these arguments, Sorbière follows faithfully Descartes’s lead,

taking up the arguments by which the latter had responded to Gas-

sendi’s objections:

You say you want to stop and ask whether I think the soul always thinks.

But why should it not always think, since it is a thinking substance? It is no

surprise that we do not remember the thoughts that the soul had when in

the womb or in a deep sleep, since there are many other thoughts that we

equally do not remember, although we know we had them when grown up,

healthy and wide-awake. So long as the mind is joined to the body, then in

order for it to remember thoughts which it had in the past, it is necessary for

some traces of them to be imprinted on the brain; it is by turning to these,

or applying itself to them, that the mind remembers. So is it really surprising

if the brain of an infant, or a man in a deep sleep, is unsuited to receive these

traces?76

Finally, Sorbière concludes, recalling perhaps his conversations in 1643

with Elisabeth of Bohemia, tying up a loose end left open by Gassendi

twenty years earlier:

The other objection, which doesn’t fail to be one of the most important,

despite the fact that it is the last, is that it is something absurd to think that two

natures as different as the mortal and the immortal can be joined and so closely

united in one single composite. But although neither Epicurus nor Lucretius

could understand that (they who understood well enough the eternity of the

incorporeal void scattered with masses of composed bodies), it is sufficient that

many great persons have understood this, such as Plato, Aristotle, Hermes,

who said that man has been placed as on the horizon, where he can discover

and admire all things, mortal and immortal. That is certainly very well

ordered: for there being some natures that are purely incorporeal, and others

completely corporeal, it is appropriate that there be some in the middle, lest

these two extremities remain separated and without connection. But I would

like to ask Epicurus, who finds the mixture of mortal and immortal so absurd,

if the mixture of cold and hot, of white and black isn’t just as strange? and if

nevertheless there doesn’t result from them the tepid and the color grey,

which are in a certain way midway between the extreme qualities? It is true

75 Ibid., 304–5. 76 AT vii. 356–7; CSM ii. 246–7.
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that there is this difference between the union of these two corporeal sub-

stances and that of the others of which man is composed, insofar as in the

former the parts connect and interweave with one another, while in the latter,

the intimate presence of the spiritual nature suffices, which serves as a kind of

contact and cement for the joining together of the body and soul of which we

are composed.77

‘The intimate presence of the spiritual nature’, what better

defense could one find of the Cartesian union of the soul and

the body?

This position is at root entirely consistent with that which the

Princess Elisabeth eventually adopted in the course of her philosoph-

ical correspondence with Descartes. Even if Descartes didn’t succeed

in entirely dissipating the doubts which the Princess related to him in

1643, it is clear enough that she abandoned her materialist bias in the

course of the discussions. While according a great importance to the

general state of the body and to the consequences of the corporeal

condition on the proper functioning of reason,78 her letters show

more and more her conviction of the autonomy of reason. Man can

and should try to determine his thoughts by reason alone, even if the

uncertainties of his physical health threaten to prevent it.79 It is rather

mordant to see the Princess, in the letter where she thanks Descartes

for having sent her the French version of the Méditations métaphysi-

ques accompanied by the Objections et Réponses, shoot an arrow

against the same Gassendi whose opinions she had adopted some

years earlier:

Each time I reread the objections that were raised, my wonder increases

at how it is possible that people who have spent so many years in meditation

and study do not know how to understand things that are so simple and

so clear. Most of them, in disputing over the true and the false, do not

know how to distinguish them, and M.Gassendi, who has such a reputation

for knowledge, made, after the Englishman, the least reasonable objections

of all.80

77 Letter XL, to César d’Estrées, Lettres, 309–10.
78 Elisabeth to Descartes, 16 August 1645 (AT iv. 269–70).
79 Cf. Lisa Shapiro, ED 44.
80 Elisabeth to Descartes, 5 December 1647 (AT v. 97; ED 167).
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This disavowal establishes, if it were still necessary, a complicity

between Elisabeth and Descartes whose history we have tried to

retrace. Beyond Gassendi, it also hits at Hobbes, allowing us clearly

to see that the Princess has definitively abandoned her former penchant

for materialism.

In bringing together all of the elements presented here, one might

say that Sorbière had a certain influence on Princess Elisabeth’s philo-

sophical education, most notably in the period in which she was

beginning her correspondence with Descartes. It just so happened

that her point of attack on Descartes was at the same time a point

which particularly interested him. If we read attentively the three first

letters that the Princess wrote to the author of theMeditations, one can

see that she did not abandon the main thrust of her questioning: how

can the soul, which Descartes claims to be immaterial, move the body,

which is extended? Even if in the Sixth Meditation Descartes had

given certain elements of an account of the action in the other direc-

tion, the action of the body on the soul,81 he said nothing there that

addressed this point. But later, both changed their views. And, so it

happened, Elisabeth’s later view coincided with the view at which

Sorbière would later arrive, which was, as one can see, very much

occupied with safeguarding the immateriality of the soul from the

traditional Epicurean representation of the world. To be sure, at the

moment of their earlier contact with one another, both indirect and

direct, he had not yet come to this more Cartesian conception. His

Lettres et discours, sur diverses matières curieuses would not be published

until 1660. In the course of his earlier conversations with the Princess

in 1643, one of which took place ten days before the day in which she

took up her pen to write Descartes for the second time, Sorbière was

content merely to read attentively with Elisabeth a part of the Sixth

Meditation and several of Gassendi’s objections. At that moment,

neither the one nor the other could know that they would no longer

81 Now there is in me a passive faculty of sensory perception, that is, a faculty for

receiving and recognizing the ideas of sensible objects; but I could not make use of it unless

there was also an active faculty, either in me or in something else, which produced or

brought about these ideas. But this faculty cannot be in me, since clearly it presupposes no

intellectual act on my part, and the ideas in question are produced without my cooperation

and often even against my will (AT vii. 79; CSM ii. 55).
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be in agreement with their master Gassendi, but that they would be

together on the path to the greater glory of Cartesianism.82

University of Bucharest

(Trans. Daniel Garber)

82 I would thank Daniel Garber for having discussed with me various arguments of this

essay and for the excellent English translation of it.
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