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TRANSLATING AND REVISING DUTCH 
CARTESIANISM: DIRK SANTVOORT AND 
THE FORTUNE OF THE CURIOSITATES 
PHILOSOPHICAE (•\7\A) 
EMILIO SERGIO* 

In the last fifty years, Cartesian and Spinozist historiography has dramatically contributed 
to the reconstruction of the fortunes of Descartes' and Spinoza's ideas during the seven
teenth and eighteenth centuries.' In the spate of debates and writings of those times, 
within the Franco-German and Dutch areas, Descartes' and Spinoza's systems were in turn 
read, criticized, revised, rejected, and at times transformed beyond recognition. Recently, 
scholars have started to talk of the existence of several 'generations' of Cartesians and 
Spinozists, as well as to recognize, behind the generic label of'Cartesianism' and 'Spinozism', 
the presence of numerous 'Cartesianisms' and 'Spinozisms'.-

The contributions which allowed the reconstruction of such a complex picture derive 
from a variety of historiographic approaches, which have considerably extended the debate, 
broadened the spectrum of the issues and research aims dealt with, and encouraged in 
some cases a seminal exchange of the competencies acquired.^ 

Given the particular historical situation of the Dutch Republic, in which the fortune 
of Cartesianism took shape, the case that we will introduce seems especially suited to 
show, on the one hand, the extraordinary dissemination of Descartes' ideas among the 
Dutch thinkers of the late seventeenth century and in society at large, so that they became 
matters of debate in coffeeshops and clubs; and on the other hand, to reveal the attraction 
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that some of the Cartesian-Spinozist writings published in the Netherlands had on some 
French philosophers and free-thinkers. 

The author 
Dirk Santvoort was a philosopher living in Amsterdam and Utrecht, who publicly 
embraced free thinking in the second half of the 1690s. As Rienk Vermij pointed out in an 
essay about this author, Santvoort probably never studied at university, and carried out 
his intellectual activity outside the academic circles.'' Having, like many of his contem
poraries, read Descartes' works {available in Dutch after 1656-1661, thanks to Glazemaker's 
translations''), Santvoort belonged to that category of free-thinkers who, through self-
education, attained some notoriety within the so-called 'Spinozist' movement, which 
included many authors operating on the fringe of the Franco-Dutch Calvinism of the late 
seventeenth century.* 

On the basis of his writings, we may surmise that Santvoort's intellectual biography is 
quite similar to that of authors like Dirk Rembrandtsz van Nierop, Willem Deurhoff, and 
Hendrik Wyermars, who obtained a reputation as authors of vernacular works and by 
visiting on a regular basis the clubs and coffeeshops of the late seventeenth century Dutch 
free-thinkers. Among Santvoort's most important sources, besides Descartes' works, we 
also find authors such as Hobbes, Spinoza, and Kircher. But there is one text in particular 
that contributed to the making of Santvoort's natural philosophy: the Principia philoso
phiae (1644) of Descartes. It is above all Descartes' natural philosophy that provided 
inspiration for Santvoort's thought. 

Santvoort's first publication appeared in 1699: a treatise of about 160 pages on the 
motion of the world {De oorsaak van de beweeging der weereld), printed in Utrecht by 
Herman Hardenberg. This work had an enlarged edition in 1703 {De oorsaak van de 
beweeging en de beginselen der vaste lichamen), and a Latin translation in 1704, by the same 
printer, titled Dissertatie philosophica de causa motus et principiis solidorum corporum, 
auctore Theodora Santvoort.' The latter was reprinted in 1713 under a different title: 
Curiositates philosophicae sive de principiis return naturalium dissertatio selecta ... auctore 
T.I.S.F. This last edition deserves special attention, since it is through the history of its 
fortune that we can trace the 'reception' of Santvoort's natural philosophy outside the 

4 R. Vermij, 'Dirk Santvoort, een achtticnde-eeuws materialist', Geschiedenis van de Wijsbegeerte in Nederland 
11 (2000) 61-80, 62. 

5 Thijssen-Schoute (n. i), 'Le cartésianisme aux Pays-Bas', 193-203. 
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op de godsdienstige letterkunde in de noordelijke Nederlanden (Leiden 1891) 180-iSi; H. VandenBossche, 
'Hendrik VVeyrmars' Ingebeelde Chaos (1709); een tractatus de emendatione Spinozae', Tijdschrift voor de 
Studie van de Verlichting 2 (1974) 312-371; R. Vermij, Secularisering en natuurwetenschap in de zeventiende en 
achttiende eeuw: Bernard Nieuwentijt (Amsterdam 1991) 74-75; Idem (n. 2), The Calvinist Copernicans, 214-
218; Idem, 'Santvoort, Dirk', in; W. van Bunge a.o. ed.. Dictionary of i / ' ' and iS'^' century Dutch phdosophers 
(Bristol 2003) II, 876-877; A.J. Kerkhof, 'Keynesianism anno 1709; Dirk Santvoort about using and spending' 
(IManchester] 1993); Israel (n. 1), Radical Enlightenment, 322-325, 428. 

7 The Dissertatio also included three additional chapters which were published in a Dutch version only in 1707 
(Vervolg van het boek genaamt de oorsaak van de beweeging en de beginselen der vaste lichamen). 
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Netherlands. In the following pages I will be using the volume of the Curiositates philo
sophicae currently kept at the British Library of London." 

The French fortune of Santvoort's Curiositates philosophicae 
The Curiositates philosophicae received immediate notice in France; it was reviewed in the 
fournal des sfavans in the 1713 volume.' After having listed the book's main contents, the 
anonymous reviewer pointed out that 'Notre Auteur dans I'explication qu'il donne de toutes 
ces choses, s'écarte également de la Philosophic des Anciens & de celle des Modernes.' In 
order to demonstrate the author's in-between position, he referred to the current debate 
on biology and generation, which saw the preformationists as opposed to the followers of 
the spontaneous generation: 'II pretend, par exemple, que rien ne s'egendre de pourriture, 
mais 11 soutient en même temps contre les nouveaux Philosophes, que les rats, qui se 
produisent dans les navires, les vers qui naissent dans le bled, dans la farine, & ceux qui 
se trouvent dans les corps des animaux, ne viennent point par des oeufs, mais par une 
certaine combinaison qui se fait des parties hèterogenes de la matière.''" The reviewer 
continued, on the one hand, by emphasizing the work's communicative power ('Ce qu'il 
remarque de la nature de I'air, du feu, du vent, & de la difference des animaux, est plus a 
la portee de tout le monde'), and on the other hand by pointing out how the theories put 
forward on the nature of air and water ('I'air n'est qu'une eau rarefiée; [...] et I'eau, qu'un 
air condense') were supported by experimental evidence. The conclusion was that air and 
water were made of the same substance, since the matter of both differs only by the 
degree of rarefaction: 'la matière de I'air & celle de I'eau ne sont qu'une même matière, 
dont toute la difference consiste a être tantost plus & tantost moins rarefiée. L'air & I'eau 
n'étant done qu'une même substance, il s'ensuit que leurs proprietez doivent être com
munes, & c'est aussi ce qu'on remarque'." Thus, Santvoort's inquiry into the nature of 
fire drove the reviewer to bring Santvoort's philosophy closer to a form of Spinozism: 'Le 
feu, nous dit-on, ne s^auroit subsister sans une matiere combustible; en sorte que lorsque 
celle-ci vient a manquer, il faut absolument que I'autre manque, par 011 Ton voit que lefeu 
est un mode de la substance, & non une substance & un element'^^ 

The French reception of the Curiositates philosophicae did not stop here. In 1714 it was 
translated into French, probably by the well-known freethinker Henri de Boulainvilliers 
(1658-1722). The resulting manuscript, titled Recherches curieuses de philosophic, is cur
rently preserved in Paris (Fond francjais 9107, Bibliothèque de I'Arsenal)." It is likely that 
the Recherches curieuses were circulating in eighteenth century France as a clandestine 
text. For that reason, the Recherches curieuses have drawn, during the second half of the 
twentieth century, the attention of several students of French clandestine literature. They 

8 Curiositates philosophicae, sive, De principiis rerum naturalium dissertatio selecta, in qua novo methodo, de 
generatione hominum, animalium, arborum, plaiitarum, itemque de causis amoris, ventorum, tonitrus, fulminis 
&c., tractatur. Auctore T.S.J.F. Cumfiguris aeneis (Londini; sumtibus societatis 1713). 

9 Le Journal des Sfavans pour Vannée M.DCCXIII (Psiris: veuve de Jean Cusson 1713) vol. 27, 423-427. The reviewer 
seems to ignore that the Curiositates phdosophicaewere a reprint of the 1704 Dissertatio, wherein the author 
was not using the initials T.S.J.F., but introduced himself as Theodoras (i.e. Dirk) Santvoort. 

10 Ibid., 424. 
11 Ibid., 425 (my emphasis). 
12 Ibid., 426 (my emphasis). 
13 Recherches curieuses de philosophic ou Dissertation sm' les principes des choses naturelles, dans la quelle par le 

secours d'une methode naturelle on traitte de la generation des hommes, des animaux, des arbres, despla<n>tes, 
de la formation du Monde & de sa durée, des causes des vents, du tonnerre, de lafoudre, de Vesprit, du raison-
ncm<ent> &c. Par T.S.I.F., Imprimée a Londres aux dépeiis de la Compagnie, 1713. Traduite en 1714. 
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failed to notice that the source for the Recherches curieuses (as well as the Curiositates 
philosophicae) could be traced back to the De oorsaak van de beweeging en de beginselen 
der vaste lichamen by Dirk Santvoort. 

The first authors to become interested in the Recherches curieuses were Gustave Lanson, 
in an article which appeared in 1912, and Ira Wade, in his The clandestine organization and 
diffusion of philosophical ideas in France from 1938.''* Later authors are Aram Vartanian, in 
1953,'' and John Spink, who in i960 first pointed out that the Recherches curieuses were a 
French translation of the Curiositates philosophicae.''' More recently, Miguel Benitez and 
Claudia Stancati referred to the work.'' Especially in the works by Benitez, the Recherches 
curieuses were cited several times, and put into relation with the 'Spinozistic' movement 
as well as with Franco-Dutch clandestine literature in general. Benitez aptly remarked that, 
besides the thesis of the plurality of worlds, the author was elaborating 'un système solaire 
qui se veut encore, au debut du siècle, a mi-chemin entre Copernic et Tycho Brahe.''" 

Wade was the first to consider the question of the identity of the translator of the 
Recherches curieuses, following the indications contained in the Ancien supplément fran
cais of the Catalogue general des manuscrits francais (1895) by Henri Omont, in which 
Henri de Boulainvilliers was mentioned for the first time."* Omont did not explain the 
reasons for that choice. Consequently, Wade stated that he did not understand why 
Omont mentioned Boulainvilliers' name: 'although the manuscript is ascribed by Omont 
to Boulainvilliers, it is difficult to understand why'.-" As I have already had a chance to 
explain in an earlier work on the Recherches curieuses. Wade's doubts were legitimate;-' 
and nonetheless Wade did not wonder at all why Omont had not felt the necessity to 
explain the reasons for his choice. In fact, Omont, who was well acquainted with the 
history of many eighteenth century French manuscripts, had several reasons for hinting 
at Boulainvilliers as the translator and editor of the Recherches curieuses: first, Boulain
villiers' reputation as a translator and promoter of texts by Spinoza and authors close to 
the 'Spinozistic' milieu;-- in the second place, the existence of some affinities between 

14 G. Lanson, 'Questions diverses sur I'histoire de I'esprit philosophique en France avant 1750', Revue d'Histoire 
Littéraire de la France 19 (1912), 18-19; I.O. Wade, The clandestine organization and diffusion of philosophical 
ideas in France from 1700 to 1750 (Princeton 1938) 101-103. 

15 Vartanian (n. 3), Diderot and Descartes, 277-278. 
16 Spink (n. 3), French free-thought, 300-301. Spink surmised that the initials T.S.J.F on the title page of the 

Curiositates philosophicae indicated a Jesuit author ('T.F., S.J.'?), but as Rienk Vermij pointed out, T.S.J.F. is 
the Latin abbreviation of 'Theodorus Santvoort Jacobi Filius'. In the same place, Spink ventures another 
incorrect hypothesis. From the words on p. 490 of the Recherches curieuses, 'aujourd'hui en 1704', he deduces 
that it may be traced back to 1704, the year when the manuscript was written (sicl). 

17 M. Benitez, 'La tentation du gouffre. La pluralité des mondes dans la littérature clandestine', in; Bloch ed. 
(n. 3), Le materialisme du XVIII siècle, 115-24; Benitez (n. 3), La face cachee des Lumières, 200, 327-328, 332, 
346-348, 353,359-360, 375-376, 394-395; C. Stancati, 'Les sources de l'idée de matière et d'infinité du monde 
dans quelques traites clandestins', in: McKenna and Mothu ed. (n. 3), La philosophic clandestine, 432-39. 

18 Benitez (n. 17), 'La tentation du gouffre', 119. On that point, Benitez recalls some suggestions by Spink (n. 
3), French free-thought, 301. 

19 H. Omont , Catalogue general des manuscrits francais (9 vol., Paris 1895-1902), II, Ancien supplément francais 
(part 1,1895), n" 2332. 

20 Wade (n. 14), Clandestine organization, 101. 
21 E. Sergio, 'L'identité de I'auteur des Recherches curieuses de philosophic (1714)', La Lettre Clandestine 14 (2006) 

19-37-
22 See H. de Boulainvilliers, Extrait du traite théologo-politique de Spinoza (1695-1699, N.ac.fr. 11072); Abrégé ou 

courte exposition de Vopinion de Spinoza touchant la divinité, Vesprit humain et les fondements de la morale (c. 
1705, N.ac.fr. 11072); Essai de métaphysique dans les principes de Blenoitj de Splinosa] (c. 1712, F.fr. 9111,12242-
3, Ars. 2235-6), in; Oeuvres philosophiques, ed. R. Simon (The Hague 1975) 1,1-212. 
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Boulainvilliers' and Santvoort's thought (the Cartesian-Spinozistic idea of the mosgeome-
tricum; the rejection of innatism; the corpuscularism; the idea of spontaneous generation; 
the thesis on the infinity of the world, etcetera);-^ in the third place, the remarkable pre
sence of Boulainvilliers' name, or of the acronym M.L.C.D.C.D.B. ('Monsieur Le Comte 
De Charles De Boulainvilliers'), in the lists of French manuscripts at the Mazarine, the 
Arsenal and the Fond fran âis;̂ "* finally, Santvoort's and Boulainvilliers' common interest 
for the Mundus subterraneus by Athanasius Kircher.-' Regarding these remarks, we may 
conclude that Omont's identification of Boulainvilliers as the editor-translator of the 
Recherches curieuses was justified. 

In the following, our concern will be to illustrate the main contents of Santvoort's 
philosophy, highlighting the 'eclectic' character of his system of nature, ranging from 
Cartesianism and modern corpuscularism to the recovery of some vitalistic suggestions 
from Renaissance naturalism. By drawing attention to the notes of the translator of the 
Recherches curieuses, we will show how the 'eclecticism' of Santvoort's naturalism (resulting 
from a wide range of readings, from Lucretius to Kircher)^' was exactly what drew the atten
tion of such an author as Boulainvilliers, and the reason for his making a French translation. 
Useless to say, the French translation of a Latin edition of a Dutch printed text which took 
inspiration from Descartes' Principia philosophiae is a good example of the extraordinary 
capacity of diffusion and attraction of Dutch philosophy in early eighteenth century Europe. 

Santvoort's reception of the Principia philosophiae 
Descartes was applauded in the Curiositates philosophicae &s the author who had given in 
medio seculo a new philosophy, against the Aristotelian doctrine of the substantial forms 

23 See IT.S.I.R], Recherches curieuses. Preface, p. 2; chap. XVII, § 448-64, p. 347-59; chap. XIX; chap. XXII, § 693, 
p. 505-06; H. de Boulainvilliers, Origine des êtres et espèces, frtut d'une conversation retenue imparfaiteinent, 
in Extraits des lectures de M. le comte de Boulainviller, avec des reflexions (N.ac.fr. 11072, f. i''-6''; Idee d'un 
système general de la imfure (1683), chap. 4, in Oeuvres philosophiques, t. II, p. 217-19, 230; Consideration abré-
gée des operations de Ventendemcnt humain sur les idees, in Extraits des lectures de M. le comte de Boulainviller, 
avec des reflexions (N.ac.fr. 11073), in Oeuvres philosophiques, t. II, p. 1-27; Lettre d'Hypocrate d Damagète, 
Cologne, Jacques Le Sage, 1700, p. 10, in Oeuvres philosophiques, 1.1, p. 319-20; Maz. 3560, p. 229. See also G. 
Mori, • Origine des ètres et espèces. Un inedito cosmogonico tra le carte di Boulainviller', Rivista di storia della 
filosofia 49 (1994), p. 169-92. 

24 See H. de Boulainvilliers, Essiii de métaphysique dans les principes de Bfaruchj de Spfinosa] (Maz. 3558,3560); 
Abregé de Vhistoire ancienne jusqu'd 1'exodes des Israéhtes (Maz. 1577-8,1579, f fr. 6363-4); Dissertation sur /'£-
criture Santé et les prophètes [Analyse du traite de la théologie politique de Spinosa] (Maz. 1198); Traduction 
d'une lettre d'Hypocrate a Damagette (f fr. 25393, N.ac.fr. 22156); Histoire universelle (Ars. 3708-9); V'if de 
Mahomet et de ses successeurs (f fr. 9049; Maz. 1946-7,1948,1949); Extraits des lectures de M. le comte de Bou
lainviller, avec des reflexions (N.ac.fr. 11071-6); Recued des lectures de M. de Boulainvilliers sur les Religions 
(N.ac.fr. 1042). See also G. Artigas-Menant, 'Répertoire géographique de l'inventaire en France', La Lettre 
Clandestine 5 (1996) 133-51; M.S. Seguin, 'Boulainvilliers. De l'inédit au clandestin'. La Lettre Clandestine u 
(2002) 21-32. 

25 As regards Boulainvilliers, we find evidence of his interest towards Kircher and astrological matters, both 
in the Idee d'un Système general de la nature (1683) and in the Astrologie mondiale (c. 1711), as well as in a 
translator's note to the Recherches curieuses {§ 245, p. 224), clearly recalling a passage from Kircher's Mundus 
subterraneus (1678), lib. X, sect. II, chap. VII, p. 200. 

26 On the seventeenth-century diffusion of'eclecticism', see Eric Lewis, 'Walter Charleton and early modern 
eclecticism'. Journal of the History of Ideas 62 (2001) 651-664; and Michael Albrecht, Eklektik. Fine Bcgriffs-
geschichte mit Hinweisen aufdie Philosophic- and Wissenschaftgeschichte (Stuttgart 1994). In order to define 
Santvoort's system of nature, M. Benitez prefers the expression of'naturalisme d'allure syncrétique' (Lafache 
chachée des Lumières, p. 375); while Vermij (n. 2), Calvinist Copernicans, 217, speaks of a 'strange hotchpotch 
ot ideas and arguments', with 'some common ground'. 
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and abstract essences.-' But the Curiositates philosophicae were not slavishly following 
Descartes' physical theories. After Santvoort had praised Descartes' merits and accepted 
his method, he proposed a new foundation for natural philosophy. According to Sant
voort, the natural philosophers so far had studied the motions of the celestial bodies 
without examining the true causes of these motions. Having affirmed his intention to 
follow the way opened up by Descartes, he proposed (in the preface) to improve it by new 
foundations ('Nova & validiora fundamenta').-^ He invited the reader to accept the rigour 
of his method, and then he presented his hypothesis: 

My only hypothesis is that fire, separated from the air and enclosed in a vase, is no longer fire, but in 

so far as it has not been consumed, it becomes a cold and malleable body again.-'* 

The word hypothesis {kundigheid, 'axiom', according to the Dutch original; and 'principe', 
or'axiome', according to the French translation) was considered more geometrico, i.e. as 
a premiss or starting point in the construction of a problem. The axiom presented here 
was an empirically known natural phenomenon. By building upon his 'axiom', Santvoort 
conceived his causal system of the solid bodies and the origin of the world.-'" 

Santvoort described a world regulated by two main forces, of attraction and repulsion 
(with centrifugal and centripetal properties). Contrary to Descartes, Santvoort affirmed 
that these forces were caused by thermic exchanges, i.e. by thermic properties of matter. 
A mutual attraction existed between a hot body and a cold one, whereas two bodies with 
the same degree of heat or cold repulsed each other. These hypotheses were generalized 
by the first three propositions in chapter III of the Curiositates philosophicae: 

i" proposition. A hot solid body sets a cold fluid body in motion, just like a cold fluid body is moved 

towards and into a hot solid one. 

2"'' proposition. A solid body, less hot than the sun, moves the cold fluid air and the air moves towards 

it, but its motion will be faster or slower according to a higher or a lower temperature. 

3"^ proposition. A cold solid body moves a hot fluid body, just like a hot fluid body is moved towards 

and into a cold solid body, and its coldness will be higher or lower, according the speed of the 

motion of the hot fluid parts against the cold solid body." 

These propositions did not state physical quantitative ratios. They rather stated a mini
mum threshold of the attraction and repulsion between the bodies, with respect to the 
difference in heat of the bodies. We have a proof thereof in § DCLIII, where Santvoort 
wrote that 'temperate' bodies were not moved by each other: 'in chapter III and in other 
passages of this book we have shown that hot bodies are moved towards cold bodies and 
vice versa, not that temperate bodies are moved towards other temperate bodies.'^- Applied 
to the case of the terrestrial bodies, Santvoort could have used, for example, absolute tem
peratures; but the causal scheme for a lot of natural phenomena was the relative thermic 
value, generalized in his theory. 

27 Curiositates philosophicae, Praefatio, sig.*3'. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid, sig. *3': 'Unica hypothesi mea est, ignem ab aere separatum & vasi inclusum ignem non manere, sed in 

quantum consumptus non fuerit, frigidum rursus & tractabile fieri corpus.' 
30 The reference to the Dutch kundigheid, meaning axiom - a choice that emphasizes the mos geometricus -

was suggested to me by Rienk Vermij. 
31 Curiositates philosophicae, chap. Ill, 12-13. 
32 Ibid., chap. XXI, § CCCCCCLIIII, 320. 
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To this purpose, distance and volume of the bodies were subordinated to the ratio of ther
mic values. In the sixth proposition, Santvoort stated the proportion between volume 
and temperature: 

6''' proposition. Two solid bodies, one of which hot, the other cold, when placed in the same fluid matter, 

are equally moved towards each other. 

Explanation. In the two propositions quoted above we have shown that cold bodies are moved 

towards hot bodies and vice versa. One may infer that hot and cold bodies with the same magnitude but 

with different temperatures are equally moved. Their motion will be unequal because of the differ

ence of magnitude, and will be faster or slower according to their different temperatures." 

These values, being determined by a thermic ratio, were relative, not absolute. Two bodies 
with different teinperatures are mutually attracted and produce an aggregate which is 
defined as 'hot' or 'cold' with respect to other aggregates. According to Santvoort's theory, 
the mathematical statements of modern physics, such as 'the force of attraction of the 
bodies is inversely proportional to their distances', were always determined by the more 
general theory of thermic ratios. As we can notice in the 6*'' proposition, if the tempera
tures of the bodies are different from each other, the force of attraction of two bodies is 
directly proportional to their volume. 

As regards the motion of the celestial bodies, both volume and distance could be cited in 
the stating of the reciprocal paths and speed of bodies; but they were always subordinated 
to the general theory, being causal factors with respect to the determination of the total 
(not local) thermic values of the bodies.-'''' 

The propositions quoted above went to the heart of Santvoort's natural philosophy. 
They explained the causes of those physical phenomena - such as motion, the formation 
of solid bodies and the vortices - which in Descartes' theory were stated without consider
ing them as effects of a more general cause. Santvoort's natural philosophy tried to offer 
this generalization: Cartesian vortices and the motion of the solid bodies were an effect 
caused by the thermic exchanges between hot and cold particles. Santvoort's aim was not 
a cosmology or a mechanical philosophy in which the solid bodies, the vortices and the 
planetary orbs were created by God's motion - and had to be explained through the 
structure of matter and the laws of motion - , but a cosmogony. 

On the one hand, the main interest in Santvoort's thesis lay in the attempt to provide 
a response to the crucial issue of modern cosmologies: the passage from the homoge
neous original matter to the formation of different aggregates. In this respect, Santvoort 
appeared aware of the debate over Descartes' Principia. On the other hand, Santvoort's 
physics explained the formation of the vortices and solid bodies by means of his thermic 
theory, which involved a distrust in Descartes' leges naturae, such as the law of inertia. 
Having stated that the thermic theory was the cause of the phenomena of attraction and 
repulsion, as well as the ultimate cause of the motion and formation of solid bodies, 

33 Ibid., chap. Ill, 14. 
34 If we consider two different pairs of bodies [AB and BA) which relative thermic values, locally measured, 

causing a force of attraction, the direction of both pair of bodies and others dynamic variables (as velocity) 
could be determined, coeteris paribus (being equal the thermic values of ABand B.A) by the total volume of 
the bodies. Santvoort's thermal theory allowed to explain such astronomical phenomena as the succession 
of seasons, where the diurnal motion of the earth was considered as the effect of the alternation of hot and 
cold parts; see Curiositates philosophicae, chap. IV', § LVIII, 30-31. 
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Santvoort no longer needed the law of inertia.-" In the praefatio, Santvoort promised to 
discuss the subject in chapter XVI. Yet, in that chapter Santvoort only explained his ideas 
about the origin of motion, without mentioning the law of inertia at all.'* 

Seeds, vortices and burning glasses 
As Vermij writes, Santvoort affirmed on the one hand that the universe existed from 
eternity, in a cyclical mechanism of generation and consumption of the worlds which are 
made from the prime matter; on the other hand, in order to explain this mechanism, he 
supposed that there was a beginning of the universe.^' This hypothesis showed the role 
of the thermic theory in the generation of solid bodies. In the beginning, there were no 
solid bodies in Santvoort's universe at all. They were formed afterwards, by aggregation 
or coagulation of warm, fluid, airy, saline matter.^* The saline and smallest particles of 
that fluid prime matter, by way of thermic exchanges, were subsequently aggregated with 
seminal concretions, from which the solid bodies were formed. The same thermic 
exchanges were also the cause of the motion of bodies. Compared to the ancient atomists, 
such as Epicurus and Lucretius (according to whom the minima and their effluvia were the 
seminal, spermatic origin of bodies), in Santvoort's physics the medium for the aggregation 
of matter was the thermic ratio between infinitely small particles of fluid matter. Hot 
concretions attracted cold particles, and determined a process in which the original fluid 
matter became more and more rarefied by means of disaggregation of the corpuscular 
structure. 

In the explanation of this process, Santvoort used a concept well known in the Renais
sance: the concept of semina [seeds]. He recommended not defining the primordial 
semina as if they were the seeds of plants or trees; the primordial semina were composed 
of hot salinic matter: 

It is not possibile that the earth and other solid bodies have sprung from the same seeds from which 

plants and men originated: in fact, there were no bodies that could produce those principles or seeds. 

(...) Hail and snow could not form in the air as they currently do; but if snow and hail don't currently 

produce any solid body, it is unlikely they did at that time. In § 177 we pointed out that plants' seeds 

consist of oleaginous salts. Bodies cannot originate from cold and saltless seeds. We must therefore 

infer that solid bodies originate from hot and salty matter.'-" 

Before the formation of the solid bodies, condensated and salty hot air wanders in the 
form of small clusters or seeds of different sizes; and the latter are to be thought as the 
seeds giving birth to solid bodies, the way it still currently occurs in nature.*" 

35 Santvoort did not admit that a body in motion could move itself, unless restrained by the heax'y impulse of 
other bodies; 'nullum corpus in rerum natura, si moveri coeperit, per se in motu isto perseveraturum, nisi 
aliorum corporum vi motus iste continuetur' (Curiositates philosophicae, praefatio, sig.'*3*'-4'). 

36 The passage of Santvoort's Praefatio was also cited in the journal des Sfavans (n. 9), 424; 'L'Auteur (...) 
recherche (...) s'il est vrai t]ue dés qu'un corps a commence ii se mouvoir, il doive pcrscvercr par luy-même 
dans ce mouvement, a moins que quelque autre corps ne 1'arrète.' 

37 Vermij (n. 2), Calvinist Copernicans, 216. With this escamotage (which is a counterfactual hypothesis), 
Santvoort did not deny his idea of the universe as an eternal cycle of transforming matter. 

38 Curiositates philosophicae, chap. XV, § CCCVI, 147-148. 
39 Ibid., chap. XV, § CCCIX, 149. 
40 Ibid., chap. XV, § CCCXIV, 151. 
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One could say that Santvoort's thermic theory evoked some topics suggested by authors 
of the Renaissance tradition, such as Fracastoro, Agricola, Telesio, or Cesalpino. Yet, 
Santvoort emancipated himself from them: according to him, the motion arose from such 
relations between bodies having such thermic properties, and the 'qualities' of matter in 
motion did not involve any vitalistic property. With respect to this, Santvoort remained 
closer to Descartes' mechanicism.''' With the notion of semina, Santvoort also denied 
Aristotle's theory of natural place: the formation of the solid bodies was caused by the 
semina, not by heav^ and light qualities ('Solida corpora e seminibus nata crevere donee 
qualia nunc sunt')."*- But Santvoort's use of the notion of semina did not conceal the 
intention to restore Renaissance vitalism. In Santvoort's system of nature, the semina 
rerum served to go beyond Descartes' physics. In the passage quoted above, he suggested 
to consider the little semina of primordial matter, from which solid bodies originated and 
grew up to assume a certain quality, like 'grains of oats' ('seu seminis alicujus grano, seu 
nuci avellanae paria veils').•" 

Any reader of the Curiositates philosophicae w\\ be surprised to find that, having intro
duced terms taken from the medical, chemical, and naturalistic traditions, Santvoort 
consistently interpreted those terms in a materialistic sense, as for instance in the thermic 
theory illustrated in chapter III. Indeed, Santvoort's persistence to appropriate terms and 
suggestions from the vitalistic tradition leaves us to suppose that he had a materialistic 
pattern in mind less 'monolithic' than that of Descartes' mechanicism. This pattern was 
reinforced by the recovery of a metaphor typical of the sixteenth century: the image of 
the cosmos as a living organism. We find a trace of that in § CCCCLII of the Curiositates 
philosophicae: 

In the description of the world (which we define as the sun, the moon, the earth, and the five planets 

with their satellites, as we single them out from the other parts of the universe) we saw that none of 

them have motion in itself; and as every body taken in itself had to burn and die, the world can be 

compared to a body, the parts of which are other bodies {reliqua corpora). First of all, the sun, the most 

visible body of universe can be the head. The earth, being a dark and invisible body with respect to the 

other celestial bodies, see § 49, will be the heart, which is warmed by the sun, and like a heart is the 

innermost place of the bodies, of motion and coolness. In the reciprocal motion of the head and the 

heart, the moon and the planets are the external limbs (like in some bodies are the arms and the legs), 

which in their turn learn (accipiunt) to move on their own. The flesh of these bodies is the water in 

which the air expanded. And the saline parts, mixed to the water and the air, can be their blood.'*'* 

In the formation of the world, the sun was one of many earlier solid bodies. The size of 
the sun was determined both by its ancient origins and by thermic exchanges. With 
respect to the sun, which was defined as a universal fire, the earth was considered 'a cold 
and dark body, placed in the fluid matter'."" As we note in the third proposition, attrac-

41 As regards the process of generation and corruption of natural things, Santvoort's thesis was opposed e.g. to 
Clauberg's, who attempted a rehabilitation of the aristotelian-galenic hot and cold qualities by associating 
heat to motion, and cold to rest. See Trevisani (n. 1), Descartes in Gerinania, 195. 

42 Curiositates philosophicae, chap. XV, § CCCVIII, 148-149. 
43 Ibid., chap. XV, § CCCXIV, 151. 
44 Ibid., chap. XVII, § CCCCLII, 223-224. See [T.S.I.F.], Recherches curieuses, 351. This metaphor recurred in 

chap. XVI, § CCCCXXIX, 210-211, regarding the generation of the fires in volcanos. 
45 Curiositates philosophicae, chap. IV, § LIV, 29; 'Terrae corpus est frigidum & obscurum, positum in fluida 

materia.' 
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tion and repulsion were always reciprocal: a hot body attracted a cold one and so on, and 
the degrees of the attraction changed with respect to the masses only because these latter 
contributed to determine the total thermic value, the true cause of attraction. Here 
Santvoort had to explain why certain big solid bodies that attracted each other did never 
clash or aggregate. To this effect, Santvoort appealed to Descartes. 

Santvoort's response was the vortex theory. The celestial bodies, moving upon their axes, 
displace, in their mutually attractive motions, a great mass of matter and create the vortices. 
The combined action of these vortices produces enormouses masses of air and subtle mat
ter, which prevents the celestial bodies from approaching each other. As Descartes wrote, 
the motion of the vortices created a balance, and also determined the motion of the earth 
and the sun in their respective orbits. In the third part of the Principia philosophiae, and 
especially in § CXL {Deprincipio motus planetae), Descartes had written that when a celes
tial body is caught in the vortex of the sun, it will descend continuously towards the centre 
of the vortex, until it reaches the level where all particles tend to move in the same direc
tion. When the star reaches this point, it will not approach to neither recede from the sun 
any more, unless it will be driven towards or away from it by some external cause. The body 
will move about the sun, together with the celestial particles surrounding it, and will becoine 
a planet. If it would be brought nearer to the sun, it would get surrounded by smaller heav
enly particles and by these would be driven back again, away from the centre of its orb. Those 
particles that moved faster would increase the force and the motion of the star.'*'' 

In the Curiositates philosophicae, the word vortex is first used in § CXXIII, with regard 
to the action of the sun upon the seas: 'tanto impetus olis in aquas, incipiunt aquae 
fremere & spumare, & quasi in vortices agi'."" These words recurred twice in § CCCLXXI, 
with respect to the generation of vortices from the thermic ratio of the solid bodies ('dua 
corpora magna, alterum fervens, alterum frigens, ratione sua talem in aere motum facere, 
quo a se invicem cogantur recedere, ostendimus § 363').'*'' 

Because of the action of the vortices, at such distance, the compressed air between the 
bodies generated a 'burning glass', having the same effects produced by the vortices; by 
way of this, the bodies influenced each other at long distance, because of the magnitude 
of the burning glass, which was determined by the body mass.*' 

To explain the formation of the planets and their vortices, Santvoort denied both the 
Ptolemaic and the Copernican system. The geocentric system was refuted both by the 
idea of the Sun as universal cause,'" and by the thermo-mechanical explanation of attrac
tion and repulsion;' ' and also by the idea that a solar motion around the earth was 
absurd.'- The Copernican system was refuted as follows: even though the earth did not go 
round the sun, the sun was not at rest; together with the sun, the earth ran along the way 
traced by the vortices around an ideal centre. 

46 R. Descartes, Principia Philosophiae, Pars III, § CXL, in: Charles Adam and Paul Tannery ed., Oeuvres de 
Descartes (Paris 1974) VIII/1 (henceforth: AT VIII/1), 192-193. 

47 Curiositates philosophicae, chap. VII, § CXXIII, 63. 
48 Ibid., chap. XVI, § CCCLXXI, 178. 
49 Ibid. The transformation of the vortices into a burning glass was a scheme borrowed from Descartes' Principia 

(Pars III, § LII). See my 'La discussione della fisica cartesiana dei vortici nelle Recherches curieuses de philo
sophic', in: F. Bonicalzi ed., Macchine e vita nel XVII e XVIII secolo (Florence 2006) 91-112. 

50 Curiositates phdosophicae, chap. IV, § XXVI, 16: 'The sun is a universal fire, that warms up the earth' ('sol 
universalis ignis est, quo terra haec fovetur'). 

51 Ibid., chap. IV, § LIII, 28. 
52 Ibid., chap. IV, § LIV, 29. 
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.P Jkf 

The earth/sun system, as depicted in the Recherches 
curieuses de pliilosophic. 

It is generally known that the moon spins around the earth in 29 days and 12 hours. The scholars of 

celestial matters are aware that Venus and Mercury spin around the Sun with the same motion by 

which the moon spins around the earth. Mars, Jupiter and Saturn each cover a given distance in a given 

time around the sun and the earth. Hence, we conclude that the sun covers a sign of the zodiac each 

month, and that, after about 12 months, the sky being divided into 12 signs, it goes back to where it 

started. On the position of the 12 signs men had diverging opinions. Tycho Brahe established that the 

sun and the planets with their satellites went round the 12 signs, with the earth in a state of rest at the 

centre. Copernicus, on the other hand, established that the earth went round the 12 signs within 1 year, 

with the sun in a state of rest at the centre. And if we assume (not knowing the exact size) that the sun 

is far from the earth 800 times the earth's diameter (in rest), they cover (with the other neighbouring 

satellites) a 12 months' span in a minimum space of 5110 earth diameters, equal to 14 diameters a day.̂ -' 

In Santvoort's solar system, the earth maintained a main role: in the metaphor of nature 
as a living creature, it was the 'dark and invisible heart' of the universe. The mass of sub
tle matter created by vortices was a conductor of light and heat. It explained the 
phenomenon of the earth heated by the sun, and reciprocally, the relative cooling of the 
sun by the earth and other planets. In that passage, one could notice Descartes' influ
ence.'* Satellites such as the moon, or the solid bodies going round Jupiter, were colder 
and smaller than their planets. The reciprocal thermic relations between earth, moon and 
sun were the cause of terrestrial phenomena, such as the tides or the ocean currents. So, 
in a different physical system, Santvoort chose to apply the same vortex theory as found 
in Descartes', for instance in his explanation of the tides." 

All Santvoort's explanations went back, more or less directly, to the thermic theory 
explained in chapter III of the Curiositates philosophicae. If we compare Santvoort's theory 

53 Ibid., chap. XVI, § CCCXCIIl, 190. In the Recherches curieuses, the translator corrected these final data, 
affirming that there being between the Earth and the Sun Soo diameters, each of them covers within the 
span of a year al;)out 2400 earth diameters and moves forward 7 earth diameters each day (309-310). 

54 Descartes, Principia philosophiae. Pars III, § LII-LIV, in AT VIII/i, 105-108. 
55 Curiositates philosophicae, chap. XVI, § CCCXCV, 192; Descartes, Principia Philosophiae, Pars IV, § XLIX, in 

AT VIII/l, 233. On this subject, see my (n. 49) 'La discussione della fisica cartesiana', 107-108. 
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to Descartes', we may notice the absence of heat as a causal factor in Descartes' work. 
Descartes asserted that the solid bodies had their origin in the size and figure of the con
stituting particles.'*' In Santvoorts' theory too, the mechanical factors (quantity, figure, size 
and location of corpuscles) had their part in the description of particular phenomena - the 
formation of stones, the cause of magnetism, and so forth." Yet, at the core of Santvoort's 
explanation of the phenomena of nature there were always the thermic causes. The 
mechanical explanations were submitted to a more general scheme. For instance, the 
vortices, or the contact and scraping of the material particles were ultimately considered 
as an effect of the thermic exchanges between the bodies. 

Some marginal notes 
The Curiositates philosophicae drew the attention of the French readers already from their 
title. In the seventeenth century France, authors as Jacques Gaffarel {Curiositez inouyes, 1629, 
1636,1637; latin edition 1676,1706) started a tradition of philosophical writings dealing with 
the 'curiosities' of nature. The Curiositates philosophicae came on top of those researches 
in the field of late seventeenth century natural philosophy, in which the study of the gen
eration, fermentation, and corruption of matter had a main role. The analysis of the 
extraordinary natural phenomena was considered essential for the knowledge of the hid
den processes of nature. In the second half of the seventeenth century, we find a true 
flourishing of books inspired by the idea of Curiositates. Let me just point to Caspar Schott's 
Physica curiosa (1662,1697), Gottfried Voigt's Curiositates physicae (1668,1698), Francesco 
Redi's Esperienze intorno a diverse cose naturali (1671), Johann Schwimmer's Ex physica 
secretiori curiositates (1672), Robert Boyle's Experimenta circa res diversas naturales (1675), 
Johann Sturm's Collegium experimentale, sive Curiosutn (1676-85), Claude Perrault's Essais 
de physique ou Recueil de plusieurs traites touchant les choses naturelles (1680-88), Pierre Le 
Lorrain de Vallemont's Curiositez de la Nature (1703,1705,1709,1723,1734). 

As we said above, the Curiositates philosophicae were a treatise of natural philosophy 
which had been written on the one hand bearing in mind the Dutch translations of 
Descartes' Principia philosophiae, and on the other hand thanks to a series of sources, 
from Lucretius to Spinoza, generally belonging to the intellectual framework of Dutch 
'Spinozism'. Indeed, the 'eclectic' nature of Santvoort's treatise raised the interest of a 
reviewer {Journal des Sfavans) as well as of a translator {Recherches curieuses). By a com
parison between the Curiositates philosophicae and the Recherches curieuses\we learn that 
the translator made an 'inaccurate' translation: on the one hand, he took the liberty of 
«of translating some paragraphs (74-77) of chapter V, which he considered monotonous 
and tedious; on the other hand, he took the opportunity to re-write some passages of the 
Latin text {e.g., in chapter XV, on the concept of semina; or in chapter XIX, on human 
nature and on the generation of beings), writing some marginal notes which at times 
explained what the author meant in a deeper way, at others corrected it.'* 

56 Descartes, Principia philosophiae. Pars III, § CXXII, in AT VIII/i, 172: 'The solidness does not depend on the 
matter, but also on the magnitude and on the figure.' ('Soliditatem non a sola materia, sed ctiam a magni-
tudine ac figura pendere.') 

57 Curiositates philosophicae, chap. XVI, § CCCLX, 172-73; § CCCLXXIV, 179-80; chap. XII, § CCXXI, 109; § 
CCL, 123. 

58 [T.S.l.F.1, Recherches curieuses, chap. XII, § 202-203,180-181; § 216,190-191; chap. XV, § 328, 267-268. 
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A specific aspect of the Curiositates philosophicae concerned its sources: besides the names 
of Aristotele and Descartes, Pliny and Epicure, Copernic and Brahe, the one of Kircher 
also came out. The reference to Kircher was very frequent: Santvoort dedicated to the 
Jesuit philosopher a whole series of paragraphs (415-429) of chapter XVI, including also 
the figure from Mundus subterraneus that depicted the surface of the Sun.'' With respect 
to Kircher, the translator added to the Recherches curieuses a short note, as a reminder (to 
himself or to the scribe) to copy from Mundus subterraneus that figure;*" and again, in 
the chapter on the 'virga divinatoria' [divining rod], he pointed out that 'to acquire the 
rod's virtue' implied to be in a well-defined astrological situation ('il faut pour cela être 
né dans l'équinoxe'), a passage quoted from Mundus subterraneus.^' That said, there is no 
place for doubt about the supposed identity of the translator of the Recherches curieuses, 
Henri de Boulainvilliers. He had been an attentive reader of the Mundus subterraneus, 
having devoted some works to astrology and cosmology.''-

Santvoort's Curiositates philosophicae gave this skilled reader of Spinoza (Boulainvil
liers) the opportunity to make an 'inaccurate' translation, which at times contradicted 
the author himself, but was fully inspired by that Franco-Dutch free-thinking which, like 
a karstic river, was such a seminal undercurrent in eighteenth-century European culture. 

SUMMARY 

Dirk Santvoort's Curiositates philosophicae (1713) is an example of the complex ways of 
reading, receiving, and revising of late 17''̂  and early 18''' century Dutch Cartesianism. The 
text was a Latin re-edition of a book first printed in 1704, under the title of Dissertatio 
philosophica de Causa Motus et principiis solidorum Corporum, which translated in its turn 
a Dutch text partially printed in 1703. The Curiositates philosophicae had an unexpected 
fortune in the early eighteenth century French philosophy: it was reviewed in the 1713 
volume of the Journal des Sfavans, and translated in a French clandestine manuscript, 
entitled Recherches curieuses de philosophic (1714), by Henri de Boulainvilliers. During the 
twentieth century, this manuscript drew the attention of many scholars of French clan
destine literature, who were unaware of the Dutch source of Boulainvilliers' translation. 

The Curiositates philosophicae took their inspiration from Descartes' natural philoso
phy. Santvoort's philosophy revisited Descartes' mechanism and cosmology to create a 
new system of nature, governed by a thermic theory. By this, Santvoort hoped to solve 
some empas5es of Descartes' Principia philosophiae. Santvoort's interest in generation and 
corruption of bodies, as well as his ideas about the eternity and infinity of the world, led 
him towards reviving some vitalistic and palingenetic suggestions from Renaissance and 
seventeenth-century naturalism. This resulted in an 'eclectic' system of natural philosophy, 
what may partly explain the work's fortune in French clandestine literature. 

59 A. Kircher, Mundus subterraneus, lib. II, chap. VI, 64; |T.S.|.F.], Curiositates philosophicae, chap. XVI, 325-
328. 

60 [T.S.I.F.I, Recherches curieuses, chap. XVI, § 418, p. 327. 
61 A. Kircher, Mundus subterraneus, lib. X, sect. II, chap. VII, 200; [T.S.J.F.], Recherches curieuses, chap. XII, § 245, 

p. 224. 
62 H. de Boulainvilliers, Astronomie physique (c. 1700), Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Fond fran<,-ais, 9122; Traite 

d'astrologie. Pratique abrégée des jugemens astronomiques sur les nativités (c. 1707), ed. R. Simon, Garches, 
1947; Astrologie mondiale. Histoire du mouvement de VApogée du Soleil ou Pratique des Regies d'Astrologie 
pourjuger des événements generaux (1711), ed. R. Simon, Garches, 1949. 
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