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Description of the panel:

We focus on texts by Bernard Le Bovier de Fontenelle (1657-1757), secretary of the Académie royale des sci-
ences, who published the annual yearbooks Histoire de '’ Académie royale des sciences (HMARS, 1699-1740)
summarising the activities of the Académie. These handbooks contained articles by academics, Fontenelle’s
summaries of the articles, and Fontenelle’s eulogies (Eloges des académiciens) for academics who had died
that year. In our panel, we focus on the various ways Fontenelle explained scientific research at the Académie
and on selected aspects of its reception. First, we address the strategy that Fontenelle used for legitimat-
ing scientific research in a society that based its education on Greek and Roman literature. Second, we pay
attention to the way Fontenelle represented the lives of academics, their importance in the history of sci-
ence, and their moral virtues. Thirdly, we describe Fontenelle’s conception of the history of the sciences, the
mechanisms of their progress, the appreciation of the role of individual scientists —and the reception of this
conception by Marquise du Chatelet. These themes intersect in our three papers, and we hope contribute to a
better understanding of the significance of Fontenelle’s work and its influence on later representatives of the
Enlightenment.

Presenter: Daniel Spelda

Title of the paper: Bernard de Fontenelle’s Histoire de ’Académie royale (1699-1714): Science Pulls Back the
Veil of Nature

Between 1699 and 1740, Bernard de Fontenelle prepared an annual Histoire de ’Académie royale des sciences
(HARS), in which he tried to explain the nature of scientific research to his contemporaries, who were educated
in classical literature. Fontenelle liked to refer to the metaphor of a mysterious Nature hidden behind a veil
—the veil of Isis. The metaphor served him as a means of articulating and describing the epistemological
problems that the members of the Académie des sciences faced in their research. The personified Nature
served as an antagonist to the personified Académie: sometimes the uncovering of Nature’s secrets turned into
a hunt and a chase; at other times Nature flirtatiously winked at the academics. Focusing on HARS volumes
1699-1714, I argue that Fontenelle used the metaphor to explain to the public the epistemological challenges
academics faced in learning about nature. I further assert that the culmination of Fontenelle’s intelligent
work with metaphor was its incorporation into an overall philosophy of history that understood the history
of humankind as a gradual progression of human knowledge from fables to modern sciences. According to
this philosophy, no one could further question the legitimacy of the sciences because they represented the
necessary and logical outcome of a long development that began in ancient Greece.

Presenter: Dagmar Pichova
Title of the paper: The Deaths of Academicians in Fontenelle’s Eloges des académiciens

In his Eloges des académiciens, French philosopher and secretary of Académie des sciences Bernard le Bovier
de Fontenelle employed various strategies to build the credibility of scientists, promote scientific institutions,
and justify scientific research in general. The Eloges des académiciens highlighted personal qualities that en-
abled scientists to develop, share, and apply their knowledge, emphasising their ability to explain discoveries
in simple terms and engage in scientific debate with openness, modesty, and peacefulness.

Fontenelle chronologically recounted the lives of academicians, including their physical and mental conditions
and ultimately, their deaths. In my paper, I examine the role of the “good death”in shaping the new scientific



persona in Fontenelle’s Eloges des académiciens. I hold that the depiction of the deaths of academicians co-
heres with the persona of scientists and the virtues Fontenelle attributed to them, reflecting an implicit ethical
perspective.

Presenter: Eszter Kovacs
Title of the paper: Giants in a Scientific Battlefield: Du Chatelet’s Annotations on Academic Eulogies

Two series of miscellaneous manuscript notes prove the interest that Emilie Du Chatelet took in the genre of
the academic eulogy. One of them is currently housed among Voltaire’s manuscripts in Saint Petersburg; it was
first published by I.O. Wade in 1958. These notes were recently republished by the Center for the History of
Women Philosophers and Scientists (see https://stp.historyofwomenphilosophers.org/documents/view/notes
). The other series figures in one of Du Chatelet’s notebooks found in 2010 (currently in a private collection);
it has not been published. The second series contains excerpts from academic eulogies interspersed with Du
Chatelet’s reflections on the laws of motion.

As I aim to show, this material can be considered more than simple working notes. The eulogies, in which
Fontenelle excelled as the perpetual secretary of the Academy, were important sources for Du Chételet’s sci-
entific activity while seeking her own methodology. Du Chatelet respects intellectual giants in the spirit of
the image nanos gigentum humeris insidentes (see the Preface to the Foundations of Physics, 1740) but she
also regards national impartiality and open dialogue as necessary conditions to scientific progress.

The theory of universal attraction is the real focus of her annotations. Several of her remarks point to
Fontenelle’s refusal to admit Newton’s discoveries because of the French academic loyalty to Cartesian vortex
theory. A study of these notes shows that Du Chételet believed in scientific progress as a continuous devel-
opment and also —and more importantly —as a change of paradigm. Her annotations on the eulogies can thus
be interpreted as a more polemical first approach, nuanced in the Preface to the Foundations.
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