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Aims: Reconstructing the natural philosophical approach to vegetation in the early modern time 

 

As a way to circumscribe a philosophy of vegetal bodies, I have been working on some specific 

case studies of natural philosophers discussing on plants. I have started my research from René 

Descartes’ natural philosophy and the space he devoted to plants in his observations on living 

bodies. I have also been looking on some Cartesian scholars, such as Henricus Regius, Louis de La 

Forge, and Florent Schuyl, on which I am working for the Work in progress, and on Isaac 

Beeckman. 

I have then focused on the development of a philosophy of plants following two main threads: the 

history of medicine, and the early-seventeenth century French Libertine literature on plants. 

 

Activities 

A1: Talk presentation at an International conference: Galen and the early moderns – Venice (25-26 

October 2018) 

A2: Session organization and talk presentation at an International conference: History of Science 

Society Annual Meeting – Seattle (1-4 November 2018) 

A3: Visiting period/period of research: Università del Salento – working with professor Igor 

Agostini (7-13 December 2018) 

A4: presentation at a seminar: Early Modern French Vegetal Literature (10 December 2018) 

 

Description of activities: 

A1 – Talk presentation at a conference in Venice, at Università Ca’ Foscari, organized by Dr. 

Matteo Favaretti Camposampiero and Professor Emanuela Scribano [Poster] 

Title conference: Galen and the Early Moderns 



Title my talk: A Green Thread from Galen to the Early Modern Medicine: The Analogy between 

Animals and Plants [Talk with Robert Vinkesteijn, Utrecth University] 

 

Abstract: This presentation aims at investigating the analogy between plants and animals in the 

medical tradition. The talk is divided into two parts. In the first section, we provide a specific focus 

on Galen’s medicine and the role he attributes to plants in the description of living operations in 

several texts. In the second section, we focus on the presence of these issues in the early-modern 

period. In this presentation, we aim at disclosing a ‘green thread’ that connects Galen’s medical 

knowledge to early-modern medicine. Our ultimate goal is to show that a specific Galenic approach 

to living operations surfaces in Seventeenth-century physicians such as André du Laurens, and 

philosophers, such as Descartes or Leibniz, while different backgrounds arise as well. 

 

A2 – Organization of Panel for the HSS in Seattle: 

Panel title: Plants as Case Study in the History of Philosophy, Sciences, and Medicine 

Panel description: This panel aims at shedding light on a relevant field of the history of science: 

botany. The study of plants remained generally immersed in collections of items or in the work of 

apothecaries, or displayed a secondary role in scientific knowledge. Although this picture has never 

been properly engaged, recent studies have shown the vitality of botanical interest in the history of 

sciences. 

 

Speakers: 

Marilena Panarelli discusses the case of Albert the Great’s study of plants; 

Maria Carrion analyses the interconnection between dried gardens and natural philosophy in the 

Renaissance; 

Fabrizio Baldassarri presents a few cases of Seventeenth-century physicians and philosophers 

dealing with plants to explain organs and living activities;  

Norbert Peeters studies Charles Darwin’s shrub-like diagram, which serves him to supplant the 

ladder-thinking and propose an alternative living model;  

Gabriel Finkelstein presents the decline of Alexander von Humboldt’s method in the study of 

Nineteenth-century botany as it emerges in the work of Joseph Dalton Hooker. 

 

Title of my talk: Plants as Models in Early Modern Medicine: The Case of Riolan le fils, Harvey, 

and Malpighi 

Abstract: In the Seventeenth century medicine, botany does not restrict to the uses of simples and 



the fabrication of therapeutics, but also to the analogy between plants and animals. The study of 

plants work in the explanation of some specific living conditions, operations, and organs. In this 

paper, I especially focus on three different cases that reveal a common goal: Jean Riolan, William 

Harvey, and Marcello Malpighi. Plants were used as means to describe generation, but also to focus 

on different stages of life or represent the circulation of blood or other functionings. 

 

A3 – Visiting period at Università del Salento 

In this period, I aim to explore the study of plants in French early modern culture, literature, and 

philosophy, working with Igor Agostini. I also aim to investigate the study of plants in the 

Scholastic tradition, relating the early modern scholastic work to the Cartesian mechanical 

philosophy of nature. 

 

A4 – Seminar talk at Università del Salento [poster] 

Title of my talk: Early Modern French Vegetal Literature: The Case of Libertine Culture 

Abstract: In this presentation, I aim to discuss several French authors that roughly goes from Michel 

de Montaigne to Cyrano de Bergerac, who published on plants and used plants as a universal 

criterion to describe nature as a whole. 

 

Results 

Articles forthcoming in 2018: 

R1: Fabrizio Baldassarri, “Descartes’ Bio-Medical Study of Plants: Vegetative Activities, Soul, and 

Power”, in Early Science and Medicine, vol. 23/5-6, 2018, pp. 509-529.  ERIH PLUS 

R2: Fabrizio Baldassarri, “I moti circolari nella meccanica della vita in Descartes: embriologia e 

nutrizione nella medicina e nella botanica” [Circular Motions in Descartes’ Mechanics of Life: 

Embryology and Nutrition in Medicine and Botany], in Physis: Rivista di Storia della scienza, 2018, 

forthcoming. [in Italian, with an abstract in English]   ERIH PLUS 

 

Edited special issue: 

R3: Manipulating Flora: Seventeenth-Century Botanical Practices and Natural Philosophy, ed. by 

F. Baldassarri, O. Matei, in Early Science and Medicine (Brill), vol. 23/5-6, Winter 2018. 

(Forthcoming.)  ERIH PLUS 

 

Articles forthcoming in 2019: 

R4: “The Mechanical Life of Plants: Descartes on Botany”, in British Journal for the History of 

Science, forthcoming (2019). [in English]  ERIH PLUS 


