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Book Review

Descartes, the Pioneer of the 
Scientific Revolution
Reviewed by Michel Serfati
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Cambridge University Press, March 2006 
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Since Father Adrien Baillet’s sometimes unreli-
able biography of 1691, Descartes has been capti-
vating the commentators; hundreds of books have 
been devoted to details of his life, published not 
only in France, where Descartes is considered a 
national hero, but abroad as well. A difficulty lies 
in the outstanding variety of Descartes’s interests. 
A careful biographer should develop extensive 
background in mathematics, physics (theoretical 
and experimental), metaphysics, physiology and 
medicine, philosophy, and theology. Clarke, a 
professor of philosophy at the University of Cork, 
has done a remarkable job in the history of ideas 
and philosophical biography. I nevertheless regret 
his too-short treatment of Cartesian mathematics. 
I will examine first the most important phases of 
Descartes’s life and thought following Clarke’s 
book. In a separate article in this issue of the 
Notices, I shall propose a brief study of Descartes’s 
mathematics.

Clarke, a learned Descartes scholar, excels 
at picking out meaningful quotations scattered 
among the eleven volumes of the renowned Adam- 
Tannery edition of Descartes’s works1, giving ex-
cellent translations from the sometimes difficult 
seventeenth-century French. He presents a constel-
lation of secondary characters—Beeckman, Bérulle, 

Mersenne, Huy-
g e n s ,  M o r i n , 
Chanut,  Guez 
de Balzac, van 
Schooten, etc.—
Descartes’s cor-
r e s p o n d e n t s , 
friends, acquain-
tances, and op-
ponents.

Descartes’s 
Youth
Born in 1596 at 
La Haye en To-
uraine on the 
border of Poitou, 
René Descartes 

was the third sur-
viving child of Joachim Descartes and Jeanne Bro-
chard. He studied at the college of La Flèche, near 
Le Mans. The mathematician Christopher Clavius 
had in 1599 supported educational reforms (Ratio 
Studiorum) in the Jesuit Colleges to reinforce the 
importance of mathematics, for which the young 
Descartes conceived a very strong attraction “be-
cause of the certitude and clarity of its grounds” 
(Discourse on Method = ATvi, 7). Nevertheless, after 
his studies at La Flèche Descartes’s knowledge 
of mathematics was quite rudimentary—he was 
unaware of Cardan’s solution for the cubic (1545), 
for instance.

Descartes then took a degree in law at Poitiers 
and traveled to Holland to enlist under Maurice of 
Nassau to fight in what is now called The Thirty 
Years’ War. At Breda in November 1618 he met 
Isaac Beeckman in front of a poster displaying a 
mathematical problem, which Descartes solved 
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1Hereafter [ATz] where “z” is the Roman number of the 
volume.




