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Introduction

In his famous Advis pour dresser une bibliothéque (Advice on Establishing a
Library,1627), the Paris Librarian Gabriel Naudé included Nicholas Copernicus
among the authors that a good furnished library ought to include, notwith-
standing the fact that the Catholic Church had prohibited any support for
the physical reality of the heliocentric system since 1616. Naudé insisted that
Copernicus, followed by Kepler and Galileo, had thoroughly changed astron-
omy (Copernic, Kepler et Galilaeus ont tout changé lastronomie).! Contrary to
the views of Roman censorship and projects aiming at “selective libraries,”
such as that of the Jesuit Antonio Possevino, Naudé argued that all those who
innovated (innové) our knowledge (és Sciences) or modified any respect of it
(changé quelque chose) merit a place in a good library, even though they cast
doubt on ideas that were held for irrefutable by the ancients and those who fol-
lowed them uncritically.? He even listed Copernicus among scientific innova-
tors who brought precious novelties (Est quoque cunctarum novitas gratissima
rerum).? In a rather libertine esprit, Naudé did not exclude from his ideal library
all “heresiarchs,” like Luther, Melanchthon and Calvin, arguing that wrong
opinions should be transmitted as well, at least in order to rebut them.* He also
encouraged the acquisition of “rare” books, for which reason he mentioned
the Copernican philosopher and heretic Giordano Bruno along with Girolamo
Cardano and Pietro Pomponazzi.> More in general, Naudé encouraged the dis-
semination of the “Moderns,” including Averroists (such as Zabarella, Achillini,
and Nifo), Montaigne, Charron and Bacon, since only a “pedant” could deny
the value of their works.® Thus, all “innovators” deserve a special place in the
pantheon of culture. These are the “Novators who build upon new principles
or else reestablish those of the ancients, Empedocles, Epicurus, Philolaus,
Pythagoras, and Democritus, for philosophy.”” Apart maybe from Empedocles,
the philosophers on whom Naudé judges the novateurs to base their new phi-
losophies are directly or indirectly relevant for the natural debates hinging on
Copernicus during the Renaissance. In fact, Pythagoras and Philolaus were

Naudé, Advis, 42.
Ibid.
Ibid., 43. The quotation is from Ovid.
Ibid., 46—48.
Ibid,, 45.
Ibid., 56-57.
Ibid., 65. Cf. Engl. ed., 41.
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2 INTRODUCTION

generally seen as ancient supporters of the heliocentric model and the atom-
ists were treated in connection with Copernicus in many intellectual circles.

Naudé’s perspective offers a synthesis of a widespread image of Copernicus
at the beginning of the seventeenth century, that is, an image resulting from
the debates that I am going to reconstruct in this book on the early reception of
Copernicus. With Naudé, Copernicus potentially enters as a protagonist of the
Querelle des Anciens et des Modernes. This image accords with one of the most
widespread representations of Copernicus, if not the historical cliché concern-
ing his person and work. However, the present research on the reception, pres-
ence, influence and transformation of Copernicus in the scientific and cultural
debates of the Renaissance aims to reconstruct how differently his person and
his work were perceived in different moments and in different environments
throughout the sixteenth century.

Copernicus’s achievement as an astronomer who profoundly changed his
discipline occurred in an exceptional period of transition in the European
history, when natural investigation flourished and rapidly developed in many
fields with unprecedented impetus. This age of “Renaissance” paved the way
for crucial scientific, philosophical and cultural developments, not last the
scientific habitus, celebrated in later centuries as a unique trait of modernity
tout court. Yet, it is undeniable that the medieval roots are no less important
to understand the epoch than the new prospects it disclosed. What’s more,
humanists and Renaissance scholars tended to conceive of their activity as
a commitment to the rebirth of classical Antiquity, a fact that accounts for
the constant entanglement of innovation and tradition that so distinguishes
their age.

As lintend to show, this profound ambiguity also affects Copernicus and his
reception. Much like many works of those times, his De revolutionibus orbium
coelestium (On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres, 1543), and the discus-
sions it provoked, were marked by an inner tension between rew and old, i.e.,
in this case, by the exploration of new conceptual worlds, on the one hand,
and the hope and declared intention to reestablish some ancient and almost
mythical wisdom, on the other. Thus, I am going to assess the multifarious-
ness of the cultural environment in which Copernicus lived and was received,
and more precisely of the “century” that began with the first circulation of his
ideas, at the outset of the sixteenth century, and ended about 1616 with the
Catholic interdiction of the heliocentric system.

Fifty years ago, Thomas Kuhn had very much in mind the effects produced
by Copernicus when he published his theory of scientific revolutions, accord-
ing to which scientific advancement is a discontinuous process in which
apparently stable systems of knowledge, or, as he called them, “paradigms,”



