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Open and Read
Find Something Valuable



HEP World’s Classics

There is a Chinese saying: “It is beneficial to open any book.” It is even
more fruitful to open and read classic books. The world is keeping on changing,
but really fundamental and essential things stay the same since there is nothing
new under the sun. Great ideas have been discovered and re-discovered, and
they should be learnt and re-learnt. Classic books are our inheritance from
all the previous generations and contain the best of knowledge and wisdom
of all the people before us. They are timeless and universal. We cannot travel
back in time, but we can converse with the originators of current theories
through reading their books. Classic books have withstood the test of time.
They are reliable and contain a wealth of original ideas. More importantly,
they are also books which have not finished what they wanted or hoped to
say. Consequently, they contain unearthed treasures and hidden seeds of new
theories, which are waiting to be discovered. As it is often said: history is
today. Proper understanding of the past work of giants is necessary to carry
out properly the current and future researches and to make them to be a part of
the history of science and mathematics. Reading classic books is not easy, but it
is rewarding. Some modern interpretations and beautiful reformulations of the
classics often miss the subtle and crucial points. Reading classics is also more
than only accumulating knowledge, and the reader can learn from masters on
how they asked questions, how they struggled to come up with new notions and
theories to overcome problems, and answers to questions. Above all, probably
the best reason to open classic books is the curiosity: what did people know,
how did they express and communicate them, why did they do what they did?

It can simply be fun!
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This series of classic books by Higher Education Press contains a selection
of best classic books in natural history, mathematics, physics, chemistry, in-
formation technology, geography, etc. from the past two thousand years. They
contain masterpieces by the great people such Archimedes, Newton, Lavoisier,
Dalton, Gauss, Darwin, Maxwell, and hence give a panorama of science and
mathematics. They have been typeset in modern fonts for easier and more en-
joyable reading. To help the reader understand difficult classics better, some
volumes contain introductions and commentaries by experts. Though each
classic book can stand in its own, reading them together will help the reader
gain a bigger perspective of science and mathematics and understand better
interconnection between seemingly unrelated topics and subjects.

Higher Education Press has been the largest publisher in China. Besides the
long tradition of providing high quality books for proper education and train-
ing of university and graduate students, she has also set out to provide research
monographs and references books to people at all levels around the world.
Higher Education Press considers it her duty to keep the world science and
mathematics community informed of what has been achieved in their subjects
in easy and accessible formats. This series of classic books is an integral part
of this effort.
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Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon (1707—1788)
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BUFFON’S
NATURAL HISTORY.

OF THE DEGENERATION OF ANIMALS..

T HE deer-kind whose horns are a sort of wood, and of a solid texture,

although ruminating, and internally formed like those whose horns are
hollow and porous, seem to form a separate family, in which the elk is the trunk,
and the rein-deer, stag, axis, fallow-deer, and roe-buck, are the lesser and col-
lateral branches; for there are only six species of animals whose heads are armed
with branched horns that fall off and are renewed every year. Independently
of this generic character, they resemble each other still more in formation and
natural habitude; we should, therefore, sooner expect mules from the stag or
fallow-deer, joined with the rein-deer or the axis, than from a union of the stag
with the cow.

We might be still better authorised to regard all the different kinds of sheep
and goats as composing but one family, since they produce together mules,
which immediately, and in the first generation, ascend to the species of sheep.
We might even add to this numerous family of sheep and goats those of the
gazelles and bubalus, which are not less in number. The muflon, the wild goat,
the chamois, the antelope, the bubalus, the condoma, &c. seem to be the
principal trunks of this genus, which contains more than thirty different species,
and the others are only accessary branches which have retained the principal
characters of the stocks from which they issued; but which, at the same time,
have prodigiously varied by the influence of the climate, the difference of the

food, and by the state of slavery to which man has reduced most animals.
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The dog, the wolf, the fox, the jackal, and the isatis, form another genus,
the different species of which resemble each other so strongly, especially in their
internal conformation, and in the organs of generation, that it is difficult to
conceive why they do not intermix. From the experiments which I made to form
a union of the dog with the wolf and fox, the repugnance to copulate seemed
to proceed from the wolf and fox rather than from the dog, that is, from the
wild animal and not from the tame; for those bitches which I put to the trial
would readily have permitted the wolf and fox, whereas the females of the two
latter would never suffer the approaches of the dog. The domestic state seems
to render animals less faithful to their species: It gives them also a greater
degree of heat and fecundity, for the bitch generally produces twice a year,
while the females of the wolf and fox litter only once; and it is to be presumed,
that those dogs which have been left in desert countries, and which have so
greatly multiplied in the island of Juan Fernandes, and in the mountains of St.
Domingo, &c. produce only once a year, like the wolf and the fox. This circum-
stance, if it were proved to be the fact, would fully establish the unity of genus
in these three animals, which resemble each other in conformation so strongly
as to oblige us to attribute their repugnance to some external circumstances.

The dog seems to be the intermediate species between the fox and the wolf.
The ancients have stated, that the dog, in some countries, and under particular
circumstances, engenders with the wolf and fox. 1 was desirous of verifying this
assertion, and although I did not succeed in the trials I made, yet we must not
conclude that it is impossible, for my experiments were with captive animals;
and it is known that in some species captivity alone is sufficient to extinguish
desire, and to give them a repugnance to copulation, even with their own kind;
consequently they would still more refuse to unite with individuals of another
species: but I am persuaded, that when in a state of freedom, and deprived
of his own female, the dog would unite with the wolf and fox, particularly
if he had become wild, lost his domestic cast, and approached the manner
and natural habits of these animals. The fox and wolf, however, never unite,
though they live in the same climate and country, but support their species
pure and unmixed; we must, therefore, suppose a more ancient degeneration
than history has recorded, if they ever belonged to one species; it was for this

reason I asserted that the dog was an intermediate species between the fox and
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wolf; and his species is also common, since it can unite with both; and if any
thing could shew that they all three originally sprang from the same stock,
it is this common affinity between the dog, the fox, and the wolf, and which
seems to bring their species nearer than all the conformities in their figures and
organization. To reduce the fox and wolf, therefore, into one species, we must
return to a state of nature very ancient indeed; but in their present condition,
we must look upon the wolf and fox as the chief trunks in the genus of the five
animals. The dog, the jackal, and the isatis, are only lateral branches placed
between the two first; the jackal participates of the dog and wolf, and the isatis
of the jackal and fox. From a great number of testimonies it appears that the
jackal and the dog engender easily together; and it is observable, from the
description and history of the isatis, that it almost entirely resembles the fox
in its form and temperament, that they are equally found in cold countries,
but that, at the same time, it inclines to the jackal in its disposition, continual
barking, clamorous voice, and the habit of always going in packs.

The shepherd’s dog, which I have considered as the original stock of every
other dog, is, at the same time, that which approaches nearest in figure to
the fox. He is of the same size, and, like the fox, he has erect ears, a pointed
muzzle, and a strait trailing tail. He also approaches the fox in voice, sagacity,
and instinct. The dog, therefore, may originally have been the issue of the fox, if
not in a direct, at least in a collateral line. The dog, which Aristotle calls canis-
laconicus, and which he affirms to have proceeded from an union of the fox and
dog, might, possibly, be the same as the shepherd’s dog, or, at least, it has
more relation to him than to any other dog. We might, therefore, be inclined
to imagine, that the epithet laconicus, left uninterpreted by Aristotle, was only
given to this dog because he was found in Laconia, a province of Greece; and
of which Lacedszemon was the capital; but if we attentively consider the origin
of this laconic dog we shall perceive that the breed was not confined to the
country of Laconia, alone but must have been found in every country where
there were foxes; and this induces me to presume, that the epithet laconicus
might possibly have been used by Aristotle in a moral sense, to express the
brevity and acuteness of his voice, because he did not bark like other dogs, but
had a shorter and shriller note, like that of the fox. Now our shepherd’s dog

is that to which we can justly apply this term of laconic, for of all dogs his
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voice is the sharpest and most rarely employed. Besides, the characters which
Aristotle gives to his laconic dog agree with those of the shepherd’s dog, and
perfectly persuade me they are the same.

The genus of cruel and rapacious animals is one of the most numerous and
most diversified; evils here, as in other cases, seem to be produced under every
shape, and to assume various natures; the lion and the tiger, being detached
species, rank in the first line; all the others, as the panther, the ounce, the
leopard, the lynx, the caracal, the jaguar, the cougar, the ocelot, the serval, the
margai, and the cat, compose only one cruel family, whose different branches
are more or less extended and diversified according to the difference of climate.
All these animals resemble each other in natural dispositions, although they are
very different with respect to size and figure. They all have sparkling eyes, short
muzzles, and sharp, crooked, and retractile claws. They are all destructive,
ferocious, and untameable. The cat, which is the last and the least species,
although reduced to slavery, continues its ferocity, and is no less perfidious.
The wild cat has preserved the character of the family, and is as cruel and
mischievous as any of his larger kindred. They are all equally carnivorous, and
enemies to other animals. Man, with all his art and power, has not been able
to annihilate them: fire, steel, poison, pits, and every method has been used
against them without attaining that point. As the individuals are very prolific,
and the species numerous, the efforts of man have been limited to keeping
them at a distance, and confining them in the deserts, whence they never sally
without spreading terror, and making great depredations. A single tiger issuing
from the forest is sufficient to alarm a multitude of people, and oblige them to
take up arms. What then would be the consequence if these sanguinary animals
came in numbers, like wolves or jackals, to commit their depredations? Nature
has given this instinct to timid animals, but fortunately denied it to the bold
tribes; they go singly, and depend upon their courage and strength for their
safety and support. Aristotle observed, and justly remarked, that of all animals
furnished with talons not any of them are sociable, or go together in troops.*
This observation, which was then confined to four or five species only, being

all that were known in his time, is extended and verified over ten or twelve

* Nullum animal cui ungues adunci, gregatile esse perpendimus. Arist. Hist. Anim. Lib.
i. Cap. 1.



