
 1 

Mapping Peiresc’s Mediterranean: Geography and Astronomy, 1610-
1636 
to be printed in Observation in Early Modern Letters (1500-1650), ed. Dirk van Miert 
(Oxford: Warburg Institute Colloquia, 2010). 
 

Peiresc is paradigmatic. Momigliano understood this forty years ago when he 

described him as ‘that archetype of all antiquaries’, and the directors of the recent 

multi-year, multi-volume study of cultural exchange in early modern Europe 

understood this when they placed him at the head of the study of correspondence 

and communication.1 His vast surviving archive of letters, memoranda, working 

notes and manuscript copies allows a comprehensive representation of nearly the 

whole array of early modern learned practices including collecting, describing, 

comparing, corresponding, reading, note-taking, filing and, of course, observing.2 

  

And no observational campaign of Peiresc’s was more extraordinary than his 

effort to follow up Galileo’s epochal observations of 1610. After laying hands on 

the Siderius Nuncius, and then on a telescope, Peiresc undertook a systematic, 

nightly, observation of Jupiter and its moons that would continue for 18 

months.3 It is in comparing his record of observations with those of Galileo which 

survive that the precise character of Peiresc as an observer emerges. There is just 

so much more that Peiresc observed. Galileo, or so it seems, wished to amass 

enough data in order to build a predictive theory. Peiresc’s observations are so 

                                                   
1 Arnaldo Momigliano, Classical Foundations of Modern Historiography, Berkeley, Los Angeles 
and London, 1989, p. 57; Correspondence and Cultural Exchange in Europe, 1400-1700, eds 
Francisco Bethencourt and Florike Egmond, Cambridge, 2007, pp. 1-3. 
2 Peiresc’s exemplarity as a scholar will be comprehensively laid out in Peiresc’s Orient: Historical 
Research in the Seventeenth Century, but I have already completed several test probes, viz. ‘An 
Antiquary Between Philology and History: Peiresc and the Samaritans,’ in History and the 
Disciplines, ed. Donald R. Kelley, Rochester, 1997, pp. 163-84; ‘The Antiquary’s Art of Comparison: 
Peiresc and Abraxas,’ in Philologie und Erkenntnis. Beiträge zu Begriff und Problem 
frühneuzeitlicher ‘Philologie’, ed. Ralph Häfner, Tübingen, 2001, pp. 57-94; ‘The Mechanics of 
Christian-Jewish Intellectual Collaboration in Seventeenth-Century Provence: N.-C. Fabri de 
Peiresc and Salomon Azubi,’ in Hebraica Veritas? Christian Hebraists, Jews, and the Study of 
Judaism in Early Modern Europe, eds Allison Coudert and Jeffrey Shoulson, Philadelphia, 2004, 
pp. 71-101; ‘Description Terminable and Interminable: Looking at the Past, Nature and Peoples in 
Peiresc’s Archive,’ in ‘Historia’: Empricism and Erudition in Early Modern Europe, eds Gianna 
Pomata and Nancy Siraisi, Cambridge, Mass., 2005), pp. 355-97;   ‘Peiresc and the First Natural 
History of the Mediterranean,’ in Sintflut und Gedächtnis, eds Jan Assman and Martin Mulsow, 
Paderborn, 2006, pp. 167-98. 
3 See ‘Description Terminable and Interminable’ (n. 2 above), pp. 373-78. 
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much more varied as to suggest that he was trying to do something else.4  

 

For example, Peiresc computed the positions of Jupiter and its moons for every 

night between 1610-1612. These were not observations, but after the fact 

reconstructions of the neighbourhood of Jupiter and its four moons. If he had 

wanted to predict the future movements of Jupiter’s moons all this would not 

have been necessary, as indeed it was not for Galileo.5 But it seems in fact that 

Peiresc devoted much of his energy to retrospective computations, to discovering 

what the positions were, whether or not they would have been visible to an 

observer -- and several of his computations produced ‘sightings’ on nights when 

Galileo was blinded by inclement weather conditions.  

 

But when looking at the self-ruled graph paper on which he inscribed the 

positions of Jupiter and her moons, transferred from his ephemerides, and then 

traced their movements, we see a different aspect of reconstruction. For Peiresc is 

mapping the Jovian system, literally creating a stroke-for-stroke reproduction of 

the changing but regular relationship of Jupiter and her moons. This is, indeed, 

an example of ‘description’ as ‘transcription’.6 

 

I.  

 

                                                   
4 Thus far the issue of accuracy has dominated the very few discussions of Peiresc’s astronomical 
work, i.e. was he as accurate as Galileo or not? Peiresc seems not to have corrected his 
observations of Jupiter for prosthephaeresis, which would account for at least some of the 
difference between their results. But does it explain all of the differences? Much more work needs 
to be done on his observational data in order to completely answer this question. Here, I wish 
simply to call attention to the richness of his method and its implications—even if Peiresc was 
himself unable to realize them.  
5 I am leaving aside for the moment the need for more accurate observations, which would itself 
have entailed better instruments etc.; no one has checked the precision of Peiresc’s observations 
after he began to receive better telescopes in 1611. Peiresc himself, in his ephemerides, indicates 
the advent of new telescopes and even gives the observations made by the individual telescope. 
6 For example, at Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1803, fols 66r, 67r, 68r, 69r, 70r. 
See my discussion of Peiresc’s synonymous use of ‘descriptus’ and ‘transcriptus’ in ‘Peiresc and 
the Study of Islamic Numismatics in the Early Seventeenth Century,’ in The Rebirth of Antiquity: 
Numismatics, Archaeology and Classical Studies in the Culture of the Renaissance, ed. Alan G. 
Stahl, (= Princeton University Library Chronicle, Winter, 2008). 
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Peiresc was a great describer in the great age of what Harold Cook has recently 

termed ‘descriptive knowledge’.7 Brian Ogilvie’s Science of Describing has shown 

how sixteenth-century botanists made a decisive contribution to the New Science 

precisely because they described. But neither of them, nor indeed any one else, 

has much tried to explore ‘descriptio’ as a term of art, or sought its origins.8 Carlo 

Ginzburg, in his brilliant article on ‘Ekphrasis and Quotation,’ comes closest, 

however. He focuses on an extraordinary passage in a letter of 1411 from 

Renaissance Italy’s first Graecist, Manuel Chrysoloras, to the Byzantine Emperor 

John VIII Paleologus in which he contrasts the scenes sculpted on the Arch of 

Constantine -- ‘what arms and what costume people used in ancient times, what 

insignia magistrates had, how an army was arrayed, a battle fought, a siege 

besieged, or a camp laid out’ -- and their verbal descriptions in Herodotus and 

other historians. The key sentence is fascinating: the relief ‘is a complete and 

accurate history (historian) -- or rather not a history so much as a direct 

experience (autopsian), so to speak, and presence (parousian) of everything that 

existed anywhere at that time’.9 As I have explained elsewhere, ‘historian’ in this 

context connotes ‘description’.10  

 

Ginzburg’s interpretation is that Chrysoloras draws the contrast between the 

historian’s text and the relief in order to stress the vividness of images. But one 

could also read the passage as laying out a program for verbal description which 

aimed at conveying direct experience and presence through words. What no one 

commenting on the passage has remarked upon is that this was not the first time 

Chrysoloras proposed a theory of visual and verbal description. For Chrysoloras 

was the first to translate Ptolemy’s Geography into Latin, some time between 

1497 and 1303.11 And Ptolemy leaned heavily on visual metaphors to characterize 

                                                   
7 Harold J. Cook, Matters of Exchange. Commerce, Medicine, and Science in the Dutch Golden 
Age, New Haven and London, 2007, p. 40. 
8 Valuable on this is Sachiko Kusukowa, ‘Leonhart Fuchs on the Importance of Pictures,’ Journal 
of the History of Ideas, 58, 1997, pp. 403-427. 
9 Quoted in Carlo Ginzburg, ‘Ekphrasis and Quotation,’ Tijdschrift voor Filosofie, 50, 1988, pp. 3-
19 (18). 
10 Miller, ‘Description Terminable and Interminable’ (n. 3 above), p. 358. 
11 Coluccio Salutati refers to the Geography in a general way in a letter of 1403 and quite 
specifically to books V and III in De laboribus Herculis of 1406. Leonardo Bruni explicitly 
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the function of geography and to distinguish it from chorography. Perhaps it was 

his immersion in this very text that provided Chrysoloras with the conceptual 

vocabulary he later deployed to analyze history writing and narrative sculpture. 

 

Ptolemy began by defining geography ‘as an imitation through drawing’.12 He 

defined its scope as the depiction of the whole, and chorography as the detailed 

depiction of parts, for which he also used the term ‘description’. 

 

Chorography as an independent discipline, sets out the individual 

localities, each one independently and by itself, bringing everything 

together in a description down to the least thing therein (for example, 

harbors, towns, districts, branches of principal rivers, and so on)13... 

The goal of chorography is the description of an individual part, as 

                                                                                                                                                       
mentions that Chrysoloras had translated a part of the Geography in a letter to Niccolo Niccoli of 
12 October 1405 (Sebastiano Gentile, ‘Emanuele Crisolora e la “Geografia” du Tolomeo,’ in Dotti 
bizantini e libri greci nell'Italia del secolo XV: atti del convegno internazionale, Trento 22-23 
ottobre 1990, eds Mariarosa Cortesi and Enrico V. Maltese, Napoli, 1992, pp. 291-308, (306). 
More generally, for an overview of issues surrounding the translation see Patrick Gautier Dalché, 
‘The Reception of Ptolemy’s Geography (End of the Fourteenth to Beginning of the Sixteenth 
Century),’ in The History of Cartography, III, ed. David Woodward, Chicago, 2007, pp. 287-9. 
And though his fragmentary translation was taken over by Iacopo Angeli—Angeli himself explains 
that the translation he adapted was too literal (ad verbum)—the fact is that Chrysoloras’s 
identification of description with parts is in Ptolemy and thus finds its way into all his later 
translators. 
12 J. Lennart Berggren and Alexander Jones, Ptolemy’s Geography. An annotated translation of 
the theoretical chapters, Princeton and Oxford, 2000, p. 57. Müllerus, however, chooses 
‘Geographia pictura lineari imitatur’ (Claudii Ptolemaei Geographia, 2 vols, ed. Carolus Müllerus, 
Paris, 1883, p. 3), Peter Appian chooses ‘Pictura enim seu pictuare imitatio’ (Cosmographia Petri 
Apiani , Paris, 1551, p. 2r), and Girolamo Ruscelli ‘La Geografia è imitatione nel disegno’ (La 
Geografia di Claudio Tolomeo, tr. Girolamo Ruscelli, Venice, 1561, p. 1). 
13 Ptolemy’s Geography, p. 57. Note that I have modified their translation in two places: for 
‘descriptione complectatur’ I have altered their ‘registering practically everything’ and have 
replaced their circumlocutory ‘regional cartography’ with ‘chorography,’ viz.: ‘chorographia, 
siquidem haec per partes loca resecans seorsim singula et per se exponit, adeo ut omnia fere vel 
minutissima quae iis continentur, descriptione complectatur, veluti portus et vicos et pagos et 
fluviorum a principali alveo deverticula et quae his sunt similia’ (Claudii Ptolemaei Geographia, 
p. 3). The emphasis on ‘description’ as the key feature of chorography is found clearly in Ruscelli’s 
Italian translation: ‘percioche questa, [Corografia] dividendo i luoghi particolari, gli espone 
separatamente, & ciascuno secondo se stesso; & insieme descrive tutte quasi le cose, ancorche 
minime, lequali in quelle parte, ò in quei luoghi, che ella descrive, son contenute, sì come sono i 
porti, le ville, i popoli, i rami, che escono da i primi fiumi, & l’altre cose simili à queste’ (La 
Geografia, p. 1). It is important to note, however, that Ruscelli also uses ‘description’ to define the 
task of geography, only at the large scale rather than the small.  
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when one makes an image of just an ear or an eye.14 

 

Moreover, geography dealt with bigger, more important subjects -- not just port 

areas, or villas or roads, but whole cities and polities, not just tributaries, but 

major rivers. Indeed, Ptolemy was clear to the point of repetitiousness about this 

association:  

 

In the same way, reason and convenience would both seem to dictate 

that it should be the task of chorography to present together even the 

most minute features... Chorography deals above all with the qualities 

rather than the quantities of the things that it sets down; it attends 

everywhere to likeness, and not so much to agreement in location.”15 

 

As Francesco Berlinghieri added, in case the point wasn’t clear enough, in his 

marvelous terza rime translation of the Geography: ‘But chorography in general 

concerns the parts that are less important’.16 So chorography, in addition to 

everything else, could be said to be the art of the unimportant.  

 

But beyond this, Ptolemy also invoked Aristotle’s old distinction between quality 

and quantity. For Ptolemy this implied different intellectual dispositions, and so 

                                                   
14 Ptolemy’s Geography, p. 57. I have again corrected the translations of ‘chorographia’ and 
‘descriptione,’ as above, viz. ‘Porro chorographiae finis versatur in singularum partium 
descriptione, ut si quis aurem tantum vel oculum imitetur’ (Claudii Ptolemaei Geographia, p. 4). 
15 Ptolemy’s Geography, p. 58. Claudii Ptolemaei Geographia, 4: ‘Consequitur cum ratione simul 
et fructu fieri, ut chorographia vel minutissimas proprietates, geographia autem regiones ipsas 
cum iis quae in universum illis continentur... Versatur autem ut plurimum chorographia in 
qualitate magis eorum, quae in tabulas recipit, quam in quantitate (similitudinis enim ubique 
curam gerit, non eodem modo etiam congruentiae positionum), geographia vero in quantitate 
magis quam in qualitate, quandoquidem proportionis quidem distantiarum ubique rationem 
habet, similitudinis vero eatenus tantum, quatenus maiores partes circumscribit solamque 
figuram spectat.” Again, Ruscelli picks up the strength of this identification: ‘Corografia si dia 
l’officio di descrivere le cose minime, & particolari, & alla Geografia le regioni, ò provincie, & paesi 
stessi, con le cose universali ò principali, che lor son d’attorno.... La Corografia poi più attende 
alla qualità de’luoghi, che alla quantità, ò grandezza loro. Conciosia cosa, che ella procuri per tutto 
di rappresentar con figure la vera forma, ò simiglianza de’luoghi, & non così parimente la 
simmetria, ò misura, & dispositione, che hanno fra loro, & col cielo, ò col mondo tutto,’ La 
Geographia, p. 1. 
16 ‘Ma la chorographia del tutto e intorno/ alle parti che sono meno eminneti.’ 
Francesco Berlinghieri, Geographia, np, nd, sig. aaiir. 
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he identified chorography with painting and geography with mathematics. 

Building on this, it has recently been suggested that the geographer offered a 

necessarily abstract representation of the whole, the chorographer a profusion of 

detail in visual form (hence Ptolemy’s gesture towards painting).17 ‘Abstract’ and 

‘detailed’ have also been linked to different functions of maps, namely those that 

‘explain’ and those that ‘describe’. The former tended to sparse but focused data, 

the latter to encyclopedic profusion.18 As Antoine Du Pinet explained in 1564, 

chorographies ‘represent particular places from life, without bothering with 

measures, proportions, longitudes, latitudes nor other cosmographical distances, 

content to represent only to the eye as close to the living as it could, in the form, 

situation and dependences of the place that it depicts’. Monique Pelletier’s 

comment on this passage that chorography ‘seizes all the details of the object 

which it reproduces stroke-for-stroke’ (‘saisit tous les détails de l’objet qu’il 

reproduit trait pour trait’) brings us right back to Peiresc, and his interchangeable 

use of descriptus and transcriptus.19 

 

Indeed, following Chrysoloras’ implication that ekphrasis and enargeia could be 

verbal as well as visual modes we see how the powerful set of associations linked 

to chorography could attach themselves to other forms of description. So, for 

example, Leandro Alberti put ‘Description’ into the title of his chorographic work 

                                                   
17 The chorographer uses a figural language ‘parce que son but c’est la ressemblance visuelle avec 
l’objet représenté. Le géographe est donc un bon mathématicien, alors que le chorographe est un 
bon peintre ou dessinateur: voilà ce que signifie l’expression grecque graphicós anèr dans sa 
traduction latine pingendi gnarus et dans la premieère traduction en italien vulgaire buon 
dipintore.’ (See Lucia Nuti, ‘Le langage de la peinture dans la cartographie topographique’ in 
L’oeil du cartographe et la représentation géographique du Moyen Age à nos jours, ed. 
Catherine Bousquet-Bressolier, Comité des travaux historiques et scientifiques, Mémoires de la 
section de géographie physique et humaine 18, Paris, 1995, p. 53.) 
18 Catherine Delano-Smith, ‘Expliquer ou décrire? Les cartes de la Terre Saine antérieures à 1600,’ 
L’oeil du cartographe, p. 39: ‘une carte destinée à l’explication (qui se présente souvent sous la 
forme d’un schéma) peut avoir un contenu et un aspect extrêmement réduit; au contraire, une 
carte destinée à reproduire la “réalité” géographique, est plutot de caractère encyclopédique quant 
à son contenu, “bourrée” d’informations présentées de façon plus ou moins “réaliste”.’ 
19 [Chorography] ‘sert à representer au vif les lieux particuliers, sans s’amuser à mesures, 
proportions, longitudes, latitudes, n’y autres distances cosmographiques: se contentant de 
monstrer seulement à l’oeil, le plus pres du vif qu’elle peut, la forme, l’assiette, et les dependences 
du lieu qu’elle depeint [...].’ A. du Pinet, Plantz, pourtraits et descriptions de plusieurs villes et 
forteresses, tant de l’Europe, Asie, Afrique que des Indes et des Terres Neuves, Lyon, 1564, p. XIV 



 7 

(Descrittione di tutta Italia, 1551) and made verbal description his central focus -

- though, typically, taking the term itself for granted. As Amedeo Quondam 

explained, ‘the ekphrasis of the geographical body ... is the reaffirmation of the 

primacy of verbal description over every other sign. ... For the Dominican Alberti 

there are no doubts, nor hesitations: description is all’.20  

 

Historians of antiquarian scholarship might indeed discover many familiar 

features in the chorographic mode. Some literary historians have actually made 

the connection between cartography and epistemology. Tom Conley and Henry S. 

Turner, among others, have argued for a cartographic, or ‘topographetical’, 

literary style for those who ‘describe or portray in their world what is on a map’ or 

reflect ‘a protoempirical attitude in which the communication of information 

about the world in an objective way has become a significant component of the 

work’s formal conventions, as in modes of writing that emphasize description 

over narrative action’.21 Conley goes so far as to identify three distinct 

cartographic literary styles with the three great sixteenth-century French writers, 

Rabelais, Ronsard, and Montaigne. We might be tempted to identify Peiresc with 

a fourth, antiquarian, form of literary mapping: descriptive, ekphrastic, 

empirical, precise, micrological, observational.22  

 

 

II.  

                                                                                                                                                       
(quoted in Monique Pelletier, Cartographie de la France et du monde de la Renaissance au 
Siècle des lumières, Paris: 2001, p. 21). 
20 ‘...descrivere, per l’Alberti, significa continuare a impiegare in modo esclusivo e autosufficente i 
collaudati e classici strumenti della retorica umanistica, applicare, insomma, l’ekfrasis al corpo 
geografico dell “Italia ...è la riaffermazione del primato descrittivo della parola su ogni altro 
segno... Per il domenicano Alberti non vi sono dubbi, né esitazioni: descrivere è tutto....”.’ Amedeo 
Quondam, ‘(De)scrivere la terra. Il discorso geografico da Tolomeo all’atlante,’ in Culture et 
Société en Italie du moyen-âge à al Renaissance. Hommage à André Rochon, Paris, 1985, pp. 11-
35, (26). 
21 Nancy Bouzrara and Tom Conley, ‘Cartography and Literature in Early Modern France,’ p. 434; 
Henry S. Turner, ‘Literature and Mapping in Early Modern England, 1520-1688,’ p. 424 both in 
History of Cartography, III, (n. 11 above). 
22 Conley reaches for the post-modern in identifying the narrowed vision of the chorographer with 
the ‘fragmentation and pluralization of the world in the wake of the Colombian discoveries.’ (Tom 
Conley, “Early Modern Literature and Cartography: An Overview,’ The History of Cartography, 
III (n.11 above), p. 404). Peiresc reflects rather Bacon’s injunction to scepticism and close looking. 
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Ptolemy helps us understand how for Peiresc an intellectual approach --

description -- could be linked to specific intellectual enterprises -- mapping and 

astronomy. Indeed, if we look at Gassendi’s account of Peiresc’s astronomical 

observation campaign of 1610-12 we see that he contextualizes it precisely in 

terms of cartographic reform:  

  

For seeing the motions of these Planets are exceeding swift, and their 

configurations every night different; therefore he conceived, that if 

observation were made in severall places East and West, at what 

moments they happened; the distances of places, according to the 

varietie of times, might most punctually be known: and that 

consequently, Geographical Maps and Charts might be so amended 

and perfected, that for time to come the Art of Navigation might attain 

the highest pitch of perfection. 23 

 

This is Peiresc recognizing very early on that Galileo’s breakthrough had direct 

and perhaps decisive implications for the long-running humanist project of 

reforming Ptolemy’s geography with new and better astronomical data.24 It was 

this goal that led Peiresc to seek out Jodocus Hondius, the great Dutch Calvinist 

cartographer, in order to have observations made in the East and West Indies. 

This letter was written in March 1610 -- immediately after Peiresc heard of 

Galileo’s discovery from Pignoria and just as the Siderius Nuncius became 

available.25 

 

The actual letter-writer was Peiresc’s chiefest helper, his brother Palamède, the 

Sieur de Vallavez. He had, we learn from this letter, visited Hondius in 

Amsterdam the previous summer, and was now wondering aloud whether his 

                                                   
23 Pierre Gassendi, The Mirrour of True Nobility and Gentility, London, 1657, bk. II, year 1610, p. 
108. 
24 Patrick Gautier Dalché, ‘The Reception of Ptolemy’s Geography,’ History of Cartography, III, 
(n. 11 above), pp. 336-42. 
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brother -- Peiresc -- could recommend to the great printer and cartographer a 

map of Provence for the Dutchman to print, and at the scale desired by Peiresc 

(‘de la taille qu’il vous l’envoyerà’). 26 Peiresc seemed to have immediately 

realized, just as Gassendi implies, that Galileo’s discovery opened the door to 

advances in the mathematical determination of longitude which could, in turn, 

yield improved maps. But the local context for this was, indeed, local: Peiresc’s 

many-sided study of the history and nature of Provence, a project that engaged 

him for his entire adult life. 

 

Hondius may or may not have received this lettter. For we only possess a reply to 

a letter of 7 August 1611 -- itself now missing -- actually written on the 26th 

August, or immediately upon receipt. Cartography remained central. Hondius 

expressed his gratitude for the offer of a map of Provence which he very much 

wished to include in the next edition of his atlas, with suitable acknowledgement 

of their help. In the meantime, Hondius concluded, the bearer of the letter was 

bringing them the globe gores (‘les papiers des globes’) they desired.27 

 

With the reply to this letter, Peiresc took over the correspondence. He suggested 

that the proposed map of Provence contain longitude as well as latitude. The 

latter, it was known, could easily be deduced from a measurement of the height of 

the polestar or sun at the solstice. The former, however, as Ptolemy had himself 

noted, could also be resolved by observation, but the latter only by comparative 

simultaneous observation (‘observations faictes en diverses endroicts du 

monde’). In 1611, writing to the Dutchman Hondius, he offered the Atlantic 

islands as a possible extra-European coordinate for this project. 

  

                                                                                                                                                       
25 For a superb account of the chronology of the production of Siderius Nuncius see now Horst 
Bredekamp, Galilei der Künstler: Die Sonne, Der Mond, Der Hand, Berlin, 2007. 
26 Vallavez to Hondius, 17 March 1610, Carpentras, Bbiliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1874, fol. 21r. 
27 ‘…escrivant au lecteur que par singuliere affection à la Geographie Mess.rs m’ont communiqué 
la chart susdicte, ou autrement j’useray quelque aultre moyen pour n’estre ingrat du faveur que 
Messieurs m’auront faits’. Hondius to Vallavez, 26 August 1611, Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, 
MS. F.fr. 9540, 166r. This was the heyday of Hondius as a globe manufacturer and as the 
continuator of Mercator’s Atlas.  
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...so that joining their distance to the point where we are in this place, 

I could assert without fear at how many degrees of longitude we are 

situated, and draw from it by the difference of place where we are with 

every other place on earth the true degree of longitude belonging to it. 

And because there is no nation in the world that makes such 

important and illustrious navigations as yours, I would well desire to 

know if there is being prepared any kind of voyage where would be 

employed persons knowledgeable enough in geography and capable of 

reporting to us 2 or 3 true obervations of the height of the polestar at 

the Azores, and another thing which is not more difficult to learn than 

the polar height, together with some similar measurement taken at the 

Cape of Good Hope and in some other signal places on earth. Because 

I could make for them memoirs and instructions to this effect which 

would render the research much easier for them, and in exchange you 

could assure them that for all the places from which they report the 

observations that I request, I could determine for them the true degree 

of longitude. 28 

 

In this very important letter, Peiresc recognizes the Dutch prominence in 

international shipping as a potential tool for science. Foreshadowing his later 

                                                   
28 ‘...afin que joignant leur esloignement du poinct ou nous sommes en ce pais je peusse affirmer 
sans crainte a combien de degré de longitude nous sommes scitués et tirer de suite en suite par la 
difference du lieu ou nous sommes avec tout aultre lieu de la terre le vrai degré de longitude qu’il 
luy apartient; et par ce qu’il n’y a nation au monde laquelle fasse de si belles & illustres 
navigations que la vostre, je desirerois bien de sçavoyr s’il se prepare quelque voyage ou soyt 
d’employer personnes aulcunement entandues en geografie & cappables de nous rapporter deux 
ou troys vrayes observations de la hautteur du polle aux Azores et d’une aultre choze quy n’est pas 
plus difficille apprandre que la hauteur polayre ensemble quelque estimation semblable faicte au 
cap de Bonne Esperance & en quelques aultres endroiz de la terre de plus cignallés d’aultant que 
je leur fayrois tenir des memoyres & instructions pour cest effect qui leur en renderoyent la 
recherche fort aisee & au retour vous pouroient vous assurer que de tous les lieux d’ou ilz me 
rapporteroyent des observations que je demande, j’en determineroys le vray degré de longitude…” 
Peiresc to Hondius, 24 October 1611, Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine. MS. 1874, fol. 22v. 
This compares very closely with the content of the well-known letter of Lancelot Voisin de la 
Popelinière to Joseph Scaliger of 4 January 1604, printed in Scaliger, Epistres, ed. De Reves, 
1624, book II, no. 70, pp. 303-307. Scaliger seems to have been a focal point also for Guillaume le 
Nautonier, Geographer Royal to Henri IV, when seeking eclipse observation data for cartographic 
purposes, as in his letter to Scaliger of later February 1606, printed in Scaliger, Epistres, ed. De 
Reves, 1624, book II, no. 68, 466-76.  I thank Dirk van Miert for bringing these to my attention. 
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practice Peiresc offers to prepare memoranda and instructions in order to 

standardize observational practice. He also presents himself as possessing the key 

to determining longitude, a contemporary ‘holy grail’. He even suggests -- cannily 

-- that the establishment of longitude would require nothing more than taking 

the distance from here to there, adding the height of the pole, ‘and another thing 

that’s no more difficult to measure than the height of the pole’.  

  

 

III.  

 

 

Peiresc neglected to tell Hondius exactly what this ‘other method’ was. But if we 

pay attention to the date of this letter, the end of October 1611, we can read 

between the lines. For it was at exactly this time that Peiresc began to formulate a 

parallel plan. Relying on neither a commercial nor a diplomatic network, but on 

his own équipe, and focused not on the distant Atlantic islands but the nearby 

Mediterranean Échelles, Peiresc arranged to send an observer whom he had 

trained in his own protocols, Jean Lombard, by ship to Tripoli in Lebanon via 

Malta and Cyprus. Lombard was to note the positions of Jupiter and its moons 

while Peiresc would observe them at the same time. Their orientation at any 

given time would serve as a celestial ‘clock’, allowing observers at a distance to 

record observations simultaneously in the absence of reliable time-pieces. 

Knowing latitude, time and distance between two points made it relatively simple 

to calculate longitude since it was known that the earth’s rotation moved 1 degree 

of longitude every 4 minutes.29 

 

Peiresc’s project failed because everything that had to be certain was unstable: i.e. 

synchronization of timing, precise measurement, and accurate knowledge of 

distances. The divergence between his and Lombard’s measurements led him to 

                                                   
29 G. Bigourdan, Histoire de l’astronomie d’observation et des observatoires. Première partie. De 
l’origine à la fondation de l’observatoire de Paris, Paris, 1918, p. 44, describes the theory behind 
this.  



 12 

abandon the project. It turned out that comparing the relative positions of the 

satellites was much too imprecise; it was necessary, rather, to compare the 

eclipses of the moons, and this required far better technology then was then 

available at the dawn of the telescopic age. Galileo would make this suggestion 

later, and Cassini’s ephemerides would implement it in 1668.30 

 

But beyond figuring out the basic experimental protocol that would be utilized 

later to such astonishing effect, the Lombard expedition of 1611-12 is very 

important in the wider context of Peiresc’s scholarly life, both for what it is, and 

what it is not. To begin with, it was a collaborative venture in the wide Baconian 

sense that we have all come to be aware of in the wake of Steven Shapin and 

Simon Schaffer’s work, drawing together scholars, factota like Lombard, ships’ 

captains, and consular diplomats.31 To these we could -- and later will need to -- 

add missionaries. Second, it represents a first attempt by Peiresc to supplant a 

foreign network with his own. Specifically, it replaces a Dutch maritime network 

with a Provençal maritime network. Third, it is a project rooted in the 

comparative practice that was so characteristically Peireskian. Fourth, it 

represents the Mediterranean for Peiresc as a scientific zone, as well as a 

historical one. The world may have expanded in the sixteenth century, but it was 

still the case that the wide Middle Sea could represent the world in miniature -- 

and because it was so much closer, better known, and more densely travelled 

than the Far East and Far West, it was a lot easier to work with. Fifth, it shows us 

how issues of mapping link astronomy and geography for Peiresc, and for others 

as well, with the older humanist project of reforming Ptolemy’s Geography. In 

short, this comparative Mediterranean scientific project of 1612 was in so many 

                                                   
30 Seymour L. Chapin ‘The Astronomical Activities of Nicolas Claude Fabri de Peiresc,’ Isis, 47 
(1958), p. 17; Chapin, ‘An Early Bureau of Longitude: Peiresc in Provence,’ Navigation. Journal of 
the Institute of Navigation, 4 (1954), p. 62. Gassendi, however, in explaining Peiresc’s failure, 
does not stress imperfect observational data so much as the very method itself (Gassendi, 
Mirrour, year 1612, p. 155). In this he seems already to be looking ahead to Peiresc’s projects of 
the 1630s and beyond.  
31 Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air Pump: Hobbes, Boyle and the 
Experimental Life (Princeton, 1989). 
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ways a dry run for what Peiresc would attempt in 1635. 32 

 

We know a great deal about this project because Peiresc gathered up Lombard’s 

materials into a dossier to which he gave the title -- significantly, given Peiresc’s 

more famous, but later, role in the history of oriental studies -- ‘Observationes 

Orientales’ concerning the Medicean planets as of the height of the Pole and 

magnetic declination. 33 The material is a transcribed digest of Lombard’s letters 

to Peiresc, strung together to make a narrative, and copied out by a secretary but 

with Peiresc’s title and annotations. 

 

The narrative begins with Lombard’s departure from Marseille for Malta on 30 

December 1611. 34 Lombard indicates that the route chosen was due south by the 

compass, arriving in Malta 5 January 1612. Peiresc notes, above the next 

paragraph, that it was ‘extracted from a letter of Lombard’s of 8 January, from 

Malta’. Lombard explained that though there was constant cloud cover he did try 

two or three times to take the height of the pole from the sun, which he could not 

easily do. He also tried to take the declination but, again, without ‘asssuredness’. 

Nevertheless, he found it declining to ‘Gregal’ (a Provençal name for the north-

east wind in the Mediterranean) around 10 degrees. Finally, on the 9th, he was 

                                                   
32 In all this we might take Peiresc as a paradigm of what has recently attracted notice: local 
geographies of the new science. See for example Instruments, Travel and Science: Itineraries of 
Precision from the Seventeenth to the Twentieth Centuries, eds Marie-Noëlle Bourguet, Christian 
Licoppe, H. Otto Sibum, London, 2002; David N. Livingstone, Putting Science in its Place: 
Geographies of Scientific Knowledge, Chicago, 2003; Spektakuläre Experimente: Praktiken der 
Evidenzproduktion im 17. Jahrhundert, eds. Helmar Schramm, Ludger Schwarte, Jan Lazardzig, 
Berlin, 2006) 
33 ‘Observationes Orientales Joannis Lombardi Aquensis. Tam medicaeorum Planetarum quam 
elevationis poli et Magneticae declinationis,’ Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1803 
fol. 250r. At the top of Lombard’s manuscript Peiresc summarized its content: ‘La haulteur du 
pole de Malte, de Cypres, & de Tripoly. La haulteur du soleil aux mesmes lieux, & la declinaison 
de l’Aymant à Malte de XI degrez’ (fol. 251r). 
34 But of course Lombard had prior experience working with Peiresc in Aix. Even so, Peiresc had 
him do some practice observing in Marseille in order – presumably -- to check on his methods. 
This practice material, preserved by Peiresc, is entirely in Lombard’s hand, and called by him 
‘Oservationes de Lombard,’ Peiresc adding ‘faictes a MARSEILLE.’ These were day-by-day 
observations, with drawings, of the relative positions of the Jovian system on the consecutive days 
of Friday 25 November through Friday 2 December 1611 (Carpentras, Bibliothèque 
Inguimbertine, MS. 1803, fols 262r, 265r). It is possible, of course, that Lombard arrived in 
Marseille a month before actually sailing in order to find passage and await propitious winds. 
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able to take his measurements -- this in the next, abstracted, letter to Peiresc -- 

with the height of the sun at 31.5 degrees and 22 degrees 7 minutes of 

declination, compared to the height of the Equinoctial at 53 degrees 37 minutes 

and the height of the pole at 36 degrees 23 minutes. 35 On the 8th [sic] he was 

able to establish that the compass needle declined 11 degrees towards the 

northeast, ‘something very assured as many have seen it’.36 On the 11th the ship 

departed for Tripoly, from which they set sail in return on the 18th of May. 

Lombard’s measurements of the height of the sun and the declination, and the 

height of the pole are given for Tripoly, and for Cyprus whence they arrived two 

days later.37 

 

Lombard’s ‘Observationes Melitenses’ follow Peiresc’s pattern of representing 

Jupiter by a large circle, and its four moons, clearly labelled as Catha[rine], 

Maria, C[osmus] Ma[ior] and C[osmus] mi[nor], represented by stars. Estimates 

of diameters of distance are indicated by dots. The page’s verso reveals it was sent 

as a letter to Peiresc, probably accompanying a letter of 8 January (fol. 253v). 

Here Lombard writes that ‘I have made you 3 observations which I am 

sending’.38 The content of the letter, describing his attempts to make 

observations despite the cloudy weather, repeats what had been given in the 

appended narrative descriptions. Lombard is not much for local color, but in the 

final sentence of the letter he does describe Malta as ‘a very strong city, for all 

extremes, and possessing good ports, and full of people who give themselves only 

to the lubricity of the world’.39 

                                                                                                                                                      

 

We also possess Lombard’s running log of narrative and schematic descriptions 

 
Even so, the short distance between Marseille and Aix meant that oversight by the master would 
have still been possible. 
35 Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1803, fol. 251r. 
36 Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1803, fol. 251v: ‘chose fort asseurée comme 
plusieurs ont veu.’  
37 Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1803, fol . 251v. 
38 Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1803: ‘Je vous ay faict 3 observations lesquelles je 
vous anvoye [sic].’ (fol. 254r) 
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for the entire trip. So, for that first week in Malta it includes one additional 

observation, for Monday 9 January at 5:30 am. It tone is matter of fact, its detail 

sparse and its mood sceptical. Observation was also made on board ship -- again 

not inspiring in him much confidence in its accuracy.40 Other pages contain 

similarly business-like descriptions of observations made 4 through 17 February 

‘en Tripoly de Suryie’ (255v-257r), every so often indicating where observation 

was impossible because of cloudy conditions (viz. ‘Dimanche [12 February]’). The 

final set of measurements were those of 18 May, upon setting out from Tripoly for 

Cyprus (261r).  

 

These pages must have accompanied Lombard back to Provence. Lombard was 

himself no adventurer, as he wrote in his first letter to Peiresc from ‘overseas’: 

‘And I assure you that it greatly displeased me to navigate by sea, and if God 

graces me to return to our house the sea will never again have me its subject.’41  

  

The Lombard project is wonderful on many levels: the integration of observation 

and correspondence not least. It also sheds light on a crucial episode in the 

history of astronomy, of scientific expeditions and of Mediterranean-wide 

science. But it also points to the deeply intertwined relationship between 

astronomy and geography: a mapping of the Jovian world that is at the same time 

a mapping of the Mediterranean world. 42 This conjunction, as we shall see, 

shapes Peiresc’s practice for the rest of his life.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
39 Lombard to Peiresc, 8 January 1612, Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1803, fol. 
254r: ‘une ville bien forte a tout otrance et y a de beaux ports, et ramply de geans que ne 
s’adonnent que a la lubricité de ce monde.’  
40 Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1803, fol. 255r. 
41 ‘Et je vous asure que cella ma fort degouste de aller naviger et sy dieu me faict la grace de 
retourner a nostre maisson jamais la maire ne me tiendra plus a son sujet’ (Carpentras, 
Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1803, fol. 254r). 
42 In pointing to precisely this conjunction of astronomy and geography in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries Peter Dear states the principle that the Lombard expedition so perfectly 
illustrates: ‘Place did not merely describe, as previously, where things were; place could now, 
perhaps, help to explain why things were.’ Peter Dear, ‘Space, Revolution, and Science,’ in 
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IV. 

 

Peiresc’s interest in Provence meant that he would remain committed to the 

perfection of its maps. Thus, for the year 1619, for example, Gassendi writes that 

Peiresc ‘caused a Chorographicall Map of Provence to be Ingraven and Printed, 

which had been made by Petrus Johannes Bomparius, thirty years before [1593]’. 

Not liking the results, he got Hondius to re-engrave it but remained dissatisfied, 

both because Hondius omitted Bompar’s name and because he followed other 

editions that had employed erroneous latitude measurements.43 

 

This was only one of six geographical projects that Gassendi localized in his 

account of Peiresc’s 1619. He encouraged Petrus Bertius, Jodocus II Hondius’s 

brother-in-law, just then come to France to become royal cosmographer and 

geographer, to publish ‘a generall and particular description of the world’ -- 

presumably the pocket atlas Tabularum geographicarum contractarum. As Du 

Vair’s secretary he was in turn abile to facilitate the publication of Gabriel 

Sionite’s and Jean Hesronita’s Geographia Nubiensis (1619), a Latin translation 

of al-Idrisi’s Kitab nuzhat al-mushtaq fi ikhtiraq al-afaq (=De geographia 

universali) which they had published in Rome at the Typographia Medicea in 

1592. Peiresc sent a copy to Phillip Cluver in the hope that he would frame for it a 

map.44 

 

Returning to Provence in 1623 made it even easier for Peiresc to continue the 

region’s long-term study. And, again, we find astronomy and geography 

intertwined. In 1628, his observation of a lunar eclipse in the company of 

Gaultier and, perhaps, Gassendi led him to compare his results with those made 

                                                                                                                                                       
Geography & Revolution, eds David N. Livingstone and Charles W.J. Withers, Chicago, 2005, p. 
40. 
43 Gassendi, Mirrour, year 1619, p. 40.  
44 Gassendi, Mirrour, year 1619, pp. 138-9. Other projects for the year included assistence with 
the publication of Corneliszoon Willem Schouten’s Iovrnal ov relation exacte dv voyage de Gvill. 
Schovten, dans les Indes, Paris, 1618, and organizing Pierre Bergeron to edit Vincent Le Blanc’s 
Les voyages famevx dv sievr Vincent Le Blanc, Paris, 1649 -- despite being sceptical about their 
veracity. 
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in Paris by Mersenne and the state treasurer Claude Mydorge. This enabled him 

to determine the Paris-Aix longitude, and to an accuracy not only greater than 

existing maps, but more precisely than would any map for fifty years.45 

  

Two important elements of Peiresc’s later practice emerge out of this single 

experience. First, lunar eclipse observation would be the fulcrum of Peiresc’s 

astronomical work in the last decade of his life as it offered the prospect of an 

‘astronomical clock’ that was more precise than the relative positions of the 

Jovian system, and easier to read than that offered by the much more rapid, 

distant and smaller moons of Jupiter (though of course with the drawback of 

being much, much less frequent).46 Second, these results -- these important, 

successful, results -- were the result of comparison. Gassendi notes that Peiresc 

also sent his results round to Paris, Rome, Florence, Padua, Louvain and 

elsewhere, in case observations had been made and ‘the difference of the 

interceding Meridians’ might be calculated.47 When two Portuguese traders in 

precious stones passed through Aix on their way to take ship to India, Peiresc 

made sure not to forget to see if they could find some knoweldgeable Jew or 

Christian in those foreign parts who could make observations during an eclipse, 

whether lunar or solar, and send them back to him.48  

 

With the impending departure of the embassy of Henri de Gournay, Comte de 

Marcheville to Constantinople, Peiresc realized that his projects of geographical 

reform and astronomical observation again converged.  And so, the Sieur de 

                                                   
45 Chapin, ‘The Astronomical Activities of Nicolas Claude Fabri de Peiresc,’ p. 21. For this story see 
the letters to Pierre and Jacques Dupuy of 4 March 1628 (Lettres de Peiresc, 7 vols, ed. Philippe 
Tamizey de Larroque, Paris, 1888-98, I, 548). It is here that Peiresc first formulates the plan for 
simultaneous eclipse observation. 
46 See for example Gassendi’s letter to Peiresc reporting on his observation of the eclipse of 10 
June 1630 (Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimberine, MS. 1832, fol. 70r) and Peiresc’s narrative of 
the lunar eclipse of March 1634 with its series of annotated drawings of its states (Carpentras, 
Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1832, fols 129r-145r). And as Alex Soojung-Kim Pang observed 
of eclipse observation in the nineteenth century, documentary remains enable us to go far 
towards reconstructing early modern astronomical practice (Alex Soojung-Kim Pang, Empire and 
the Sun. Victorian Solar Eclipse Expeditions, Stanford, 2002, p. 2.  
47 Gassendi, Mirrour, year 1628, p. 175 
48 Peiresc to Fernand Nunes and Manuel da Costa Cassaretz, 19 July 1630, Carpentras, 
Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1874, fol. 11r. 
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Galaup-Chasteuil and Lombard were invited to Aix, and trained by observing the 

solar eclipse of 10 June 1630 at Aix. But in the event only Galaup-Chasteuil was 

willing to go and he went native, becoming a hermit in Lebanon.49 In addition to 

Galaup-Chasteuil, other locals whom Peiresc trained included the Antelmi 

brothers of Fréjus, originally by letter though later in person, with Pierre Antelmi 

assisting at the observation of the solar eclipse of 8 April 1633. At the time, 

Peiresc remarked on the desirability of having either this eclipse, or the one 

following, on 14 March 1634, also observed at Uraniborg (meridian of Kepler’s 

‘Rudolphine Tables’) and Alexandria (foundation of Ptolemy’s tables) so that the 

three could be compared -- with an eye, surely to the greater glory of Aix.50 Tycho 

himself had wanted to send an envoy to Alexandria to confirm Ptolemy’s 

measurements, and in 1590 sought Imperial funding and Venetian logistical 

support. But this came to nothing. A generation later, and rooted in Provence’s 

maritime culture, Peiresc was able to execute this plan.51  

 

Even as he was thinking about how astronomy could serve geography, he became 

deeply involved in a project of regional, chorographic scope.52 This one had a 

clear military dimension as it was commanded by Cardinal Richelieu. Richelieu 

held the title of ‘chef et surintendant général de la navigation et commerce de 

France’. In September 1632, while passing through Montpellier, the King decided 

to appoint Henri de Seguiran, Peiresc’s nephew by marriage (he had married 

Peiresc’s niece) as Richelieu’s ‘lieutenant géneral en l’intendance de la Marine’. 

Looming over King and Minister was the immiment threat of war with Spain and 

the vulnerable southern flank of France. In December 1632, Peiresc reported in a 

                                                   
49 Gassendi, Mirrour, year 1630, p. 42. For more on de Marcheville’s embassy, with observations 
on Peiresc’s role in it, see Alastair Hamilton, ‘“To Divest the East of all its Manuscripts and all its 
Rarities.” The Unfortunate Embassy of Henri Gournay de Marcheville,’ in The Republic of Letters 
and the Levant, eds Alastair Hamilton, Maurits H. Van den Boogert, and Bart Westerweel, 
Leiden, 2005, pp. 23-50. 
50 Chapin, “An Early Bureau of Longitude”, p. 64. 
51 For Tycho’s plan, see Adam Mosley, Bearing the Heavens. Tyco Brahe and the Astronomical 
Community of the Late Sixteenth Century (Cambridge, 2007), p.157. 
52 Despite their conjunction of astronomical measurement of longitude with coastal mapping, 
there is no discussion of the Seguiran campaign in Suzanne Dëbarbat and Simone Dumont, ‘Le 
rôle des astronomes français dans la cartographie des côtes aux XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles,’ in 
Défense des côtes et cartographie historique, ed. Jean-Pierre Bois, Paris, 2002, pp. 232-54.  
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letter to Charles Lomenie, Secretaire d’Estat, of a pubic audience held by Cardinal 

de Richelieu ‘pour la surintendance de la marine’.53 Richelieu had commanded 

Seguiran to prepare a dossier, including map and text, on the Mediterranean 

coast and its coastal defenses. Seguiran turned to Peiresc for advice, who then 

approached Gassendi, already famous as a mathematician and astronomer, with 

the offer to be the cartographer. 54 Peiresc thought he would accept; when he 

declined, the task was passed on to Jacques Maretz, Professor of Mathematics at 

Aix. Honoré Bouche, a friend of Peiresc and himself a later chorographer of 

Provence, assumed that Peiresc was behind this appointment as well.55 

  

Maretz’s survey was effectuated between 11 January and 17 March 1633. He was 

accompanied by Seguiran, and a team of engineers and painters. The map 

survives in the Bibliothèque Nationale and was probably executed at Aix in the 

Spring of 1633 (Seguiran’s parallel progress through Provence, upon which he 

based his written report, began at Aix on 11 January and returned there on 17 

March).56 It is lavishly detailed, though only for the coastal region. Compared to 

the version of it included by Tassin in his Cartes generale et particulieres de 

toutes les costes de France tant de la mer oceane que mediterranée (1634) we 

can appreciate that the sumptuousness of Maretz’s map lay precisely in its detail -

- down to the 114 barques, navires, tartanes, polacres, vaisseaux and galeres 

plying the windy coastal waters. 57 Indeed, more than half of the map’s space is 

water, so closely did Seguiran and Maretz hue to the Cardinal-Duc’s mandate. 

                                                   
53 Peiresc to Lomenie, 20 December 1632, Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine MS. 1874, 
fol.174r. 
54 Peiresc to Gassendi, 18 November 1632, Lettres de Peiresc, IV, p. 265; Georges Pichard, ‘Une 
Terre a l’epreuve de la Guerre: La carte des costes de Provence, de Jacques Maretz,’ Rivages & 
Terres de Provence. Cartographie d’une province, eds Mireille Pastoureau, Jean-Marie Homet, 
Georges Pichard, Avignon, 1991, p. 69. 
55 Indeed, we know that Maretz co-wrote a report with Jean Lombard defending the City of Aix in 
litigation against the Augustinan Order (M. Foncin and M. de la Roncière, ‘Jacques Maretz et la 
Cartographie des Côtes de Provence au XVIIe siecle’ Actes du Quatre-vingt-dixième Congrès 
National des Sociétés Savants. Nice 1965 (Section de Géographie), Paris, 1966, pp. 9-28, (10). 
This is the most detailed extant treatment of Maretz and his oeuvre.  
56 Cartes et Plans, S.H., pf. 71, div. 3, pièces 2 et 2/12. See in general on this topic David Buisseret, 
“Monarchs, Ministers, and Maps in France before the Accession of Louis XIV,’ in Monarchs, 
Ministers, and Maps. The Emergence of Cartography as a Tool of Government in Early Modern 
Europe, Chicago, 1992, pp. 99-123. 
57 A manuscript version of Tassin’s map is in the Bibliothèque Méjanes in Aix, Ms 703 (791). 
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And in order to give due attention to Porquerolles and the other Isles d’Hyeres 

Maretz allows them to break through the ornamental frame of map. 

 

In its commitment to a coastal vision the Maretz-Seguiran map is heir to the 

portulan tradition. So, too, the inclusion of rhumb-lines but not longitudinal or 

latitudinal parallels gives away its traditionalist origins. This is indeed made to 

appear a painterly, not mathematical, chorography, even if the chief artist, 

Maretz, was a professor of mathematics at Aix.58 

 

But there is another way in which this project remained an heir to the 

Mediterranean portulan -- the coastal map was accompanied by textual 

commentary. This is the report drawn up by Seguiran, an original copy of which 

bearing his signature survives in Peiresc’s archive. The report was printed in the 

nineteenth century.59 It is a detailed study of Marseille’s trade which reflects the 

importance of the Levant and North Africa. This tie is placed in a geographical 

context (Alexandria is 2500 miles from Marseille; Alexandretta, most frequented 

by Provençaux, was furthest away at 2700 miles; Algiers was 600 miles distant; 

Tunis 700), material context (enumerating the particular goods exchanged at 

these different Échelles) and nautical context (‘Pour aller de Marseille en tous les 

susditz endroictz tant du levant que du midy il faut avoir les ventz de ponant et 

mistral. Et pour en revenir le grec et levant, Esseroc et Gregallis’).60 But the bulk 

of the report is a port-by-port survey of the state of commerce and fortification, 

                                                   
58 The cartouche, perched on the map just above the village of Belgentier, where Peiresc had his 
country estate, reads ‘La Coste Maritime de Provvence/ Dediee a Monseigneur le Caridnal Duc de 
Richelieu Gouverneur pour le Roy en/ Bretaigne Grand Maitre chef et Surintendant General de la 
Navigation et Commerce de France/ Par le S.r de Seguiran Con.r du Roy en ses Conseils et Premier 
Presideant en la Cour des Comptes/ Aydes et Finances de Provence, Lieutenant pour mon dit 
Seigneur le Cardinal ez Mers de Levant/ Son tres humile tres fidele et obeissant Serviteur’ and 
then in still smaller letters, ‘Faicte par I. Maretz Geographe.’ Later adaptations of this map, as by 
Maretz’s son-in-law Louis Cundier, identify Maretz instead as professor of mathematics.  
59 Correspondance de Henri d’Escoubleau de Sourdis... Augmentée des ordres, instructions et 
lettres de Louis XIII, 3 vols, ed. Eugène Sue, Paris 1889, 3, pp. 223-319. The original is Paris, 
Bibliothèque National, MS F.français 24169. 
60 All citations are from Peiresc’s manuscript copy Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS 
1775, fols 19r-20v. 



 21 

as well as the number of available ships (merchant and military), sailors, and 

weapons.61 

 

But only in Peiresc’s archive does there survive a second memorandum, 39 pages 

in length, also by Seguiran, but filed by Peiresc under the title ‘1633. Avril. 

COSTE MARITIME DE PROVENCE’.62 This document is a synthetic example of 

the state of French Mediterranean commerce, paying attention both to the details 

of Marseille’s long-distance shipping, but also the history of this trade over time 

and its changing relationship to the Dutch and English competitors on the one 

hand, and the corsairs on the other. Seguiran analyzes the broader situation of 

French Mediterranean commerce and presents a variety of alternate proposals. 

The vision is that of political economy -- Colbert would have found it fascinating 

reading. 

 

If the text is Seguiran’s, the copying out would seem to have been done by 

Peiresc’s secretaries -- at least three hands are evident -- and Peiresc himself 

made corrections to the first pages. Some of these are not so interesting -- 

changing ‘Provinces’ into ‘Royaumes’, or inserting missing words ‘dix’ and ‘loing’ 

on either side of ‘milles’ -- while others tell us much more. Where Seguiran 

omitted mention of a calanque between Marseille and Cassis in his catalogue of 

ports, Peiresc wrote in the full entry.63 All these varied corrections or comments 

are concentrated in the manuscript’s first few pages, suggesting that Peiresc was 

preparing it for dissemination and then, for one reason or another, decided 

against it. 

  

Peiresc’s involvement in the Seguiran project was not merely a function of family 

                                                   
61 Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS 1775, fols 22r-73v. 
62 Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS 1775, fols 80r-99r. Because these leaves are not 
paginated, and were erratically bound into the dossier, I will generally quote from the printed 
version unless otherwise noted: Peiresc, Histoire Abrégée de Provence & Autres Textes, eds 
Jacques Ferrier and Michel Feuillas, Avignon, 1982, pp. 290-316. 
63 ‘...celuy de Mongiou a dix milles de Marseille, environné de haults et grands rochers, ayant une 
entree de 150 toises et cappable de contenir 20 galleres et aultant de Vaisseaux.’ This is at the 
bottom of fol. 80v. Note that the printed edition does not indicate Peiresc’s changes. 
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ties, though it is a very strong illustration of this common early modern 

phenomenon. Nor is it only a function of his life-long interest in Provence, nor 

even of his participation at various points in his career in government-sponsored 

erudite applications.64 We would be omitting a fact of central importance if we 

were to keep separate from these contexts Peiresc’s deep engagement with the 

practical life of the Mediterranean. Ever since returning to Provence, Peiresc had 

relied on the merchants and ships of Marseille for his intellectual life-blood: the 

letters and objects from across the Mediterreanan lands that made him such a 

key European figure of learning. Mastering the shipping news became second 

nature to Peiresc, and enabled him to maximize opportunities for communication 

and commerce.  

 

But it also alerted him to the long history of commerce and communication that 

bound the shores of the sea. So closely was he associated with ‘Mediterraneanism’ 

that when Lucas Holstenius came across a ‘four or five hundred year old’ 

description of the Mediterranean in the Cottonian Library in London both he and 

Girolamo Aleandro immediately thought of Peiresc ‘since you seek out help 

concerning nautical matters of the Mediterranean Sea’. Holstenius explicitly 

added that the manuscript ‘unless I am mistaken, could greatly assist your 

project’.65 Holstenius’ letter was from October 1627  and  Peiresc responded 

enthusiastically on 30 December 1627. On 4 February 1628 Holstenius reported 

that he had sent a copy of the London manuscript to him and Peiresc 

acknowledged receipt in a letter of 29 March 1628.66 The copy survives:  ‘De 

                                                   
64 I am thinking here of his role in preparing the Origines Murensis Monasterii (1618) and the 
justifications for the French takeover of Orange in 1628 (See Miller, Peiresc’s Europe, pp. 96-99). 
65 ‘Id nunc praeterea monendum de consilio cl. Dn. Aleandri, cum de re nautica Mediterranei 
Maris auxilia conquiras, et pervestiges sedulo qui eam tractarint, extare in Anglia in bibliotheca 
illmi equitis Ris Cottoni in suburbio westmonasteriensi descriptionem Latinam totius interni 
maris...Pisani cujusdam, ante quadringentos vel quingentos annos confectam, quae institutum 
tuum, ni fallor, multum adjuvare posset.’ Holstenius to Peiresc, 11 October 1627, Lucae Holstenii 
epistolae ad diversos, ed. J.-F. Boissonade, Paris, 1817, p. 36.  
66 Peiresc to Holstenius, 30 December 1627, Lettres de Peiresc, V, p. 262; Holstenius to Peiresc, 4 
February 1628, Lucae Holstenii epistolae, 47;  Peiresc to Holstenius, 29 March 1628,  Lettres de 
Peiresc, V, p. 277. In a letter to Aubéry, Sr du Mesnil,  also in Rome, of 30 March 1628, Peiresc 
explained that his letter accompanying the Portulan came to him from the hand of Sr Maringo of 
Marseille. (Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1871, fol. 483v). Discussion of the 
Peiresc-Holstenius correspondence introduces the most recent account of this manuscript, 
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ambitu interni sive Mediterranei maris ex biblioteca nobilis viri Roberto Cotonis 

equitis aurati’. What Peiresc received from Holstenius was labelled ‘Index of 

Chapters’ but is in fact the first pages of the portulan, corresponding to the first 

two rubricated sections. The manuscript is none other than what is now 

recognized as the oldest portulan book, the so-called ‘Carte Pisane’.67  

 
 

 

 

V. 

 

The Mediterranean, then, provided Peiresc with a focus for his diverse activities, 

and he was known for this by his associates. Even more than the Seguiran map, 

Peiresc’s successful organization of a Mediterranean-wide eclipse observation in 

August 1635 shows the range of his reach. Drawing on the full extent of his 

correspondence network -- and considerable ‘pull’ -- he was able to line up 

observers in France (Aix, Digne, Paris), Italy (Rome, Padua, Naples), Cairo, and 

Aleppo. 

 

Peiresc began by notifying correspondents and friends of his plans. Two months 

before the date he had written to Cardinal Francesco. ‘If it were possible to have 

the thing observed in the next eclipse of 27 August by some person 

knowledgeable in mathematics, I urge you to have him give it order so as to 

enable me to make the comparison with others among the learned that are 

observing in diverse places in the world in order to give the true distance from 

one place to another.’68 Around the same time he wrote to his one-time protégé, 

Athanasius Kircher, inviting him to participate in the project, too.69  

                                                                                                                                                       
Patrick Gautier Dalché, Carte Marine et portulan au XIIe siècle. Le Liber de Existencia 
Riveriarum et forma maris nostri Mediterranei (Pise, circa 1200), Rome, 1995, pp. 1-3. 
67 Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS 1774, fols. 78r-81v;  Dalché, Carte Marine et 
portulan au XIIe siècle, pp. 111-116. The excerpt’s existence has not been noticed. 
68 Barberini ‘Se fosse possibile di far osservar cosa da qualche persona intelligente tra 
Mathemathiche l’ecclisse prossima del 27. Agosto, la supplico di farme dar l’ordine acciò di 
poterme far la comparatione con altre che si osservano in diversi luoghi del mondo da letterati per 
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The letters Peiresc wrote to his many correspondents first to solicit their 

willingness to participate in the project, and then to instruct them on 

experimental protocol, provide fascinating evidence for how astronomy was done 

in the early seventeenth century. A representative example, for its fullness of 

detail as well as its general shape, is a letter of 17 May 1635 sent to Father 

Agathange de Vendôme in Cairo. Peiresc sought to animate his (reluctant) 

correspondent by appealing to glory, as much collective for his Order, as 

personal. His observations could help ‘regulate chronology, and verify if the 

calculations correspond exactly with those which Ptolemy and others had made 

at the same place where you are, or quite near it’.70 Peiresc urged him to find an 

elevated observation post, so as to have an unimpeded view of the horizon, but 

above all not to rely on his naked eye. It was necessary that the observation be 

telescopic in order to avoid optical distortions that would result in flawed results. 

A quadrant would be needed to take measurements and it would be best to take 

those of the fixed stars, and of the height of the sun at noon, during the days 

preceding the eclipse so as not to be so overwhelmed with preliminary operations 

as to miss the different stages of the eclipse. Indeed, Peiresc informed his 

correspondent of the precise moments that needed to be marked and measured. 

The key was ‘to be able to mark the time by well-adjusted clocks that one could 

take from it some good sense of certainty’.71 Best, therefore, would be to tell time 

by the stars: measuring their position would later enable one ‘to make the exact 

calculation of the moments of time that you had observed them, and of the state 

then of your eclipse, and consequently of the distance of the places where you are 

                                                                                                                                                       
dar la vera distantia d’un luogo ad altro.’ Peiresc to Barberini, 17 June 1635, Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana, MS. Barberini.-Latina 6503, fol. 136. 
69 Peiresc to Kircher, 10 June 1635, Rome, Biblioteca della Pontificia Università Gregoriana, MS 
568, fol. 195 (quoted in Peiresc. Lettres à Claude Saumaise et son entourage, ed. Agnès Bresson, 
Florence, 1992, p. 180 n. 15).  
70 ‘...parce que cela serviroit grandement pour regler la chronlogie, et verifier si le calcul respond 
bien exactement à celuy que Ptolomée et les autres ont faict sur des pareilles observations au 
mesme lieu que vous estes, ou bien proche’ (Peiresc to Agathange de Vendôme, 17 May 1635, 
Correspondance de Peiresc avec plusieurs Missionaires et Religieux de l’ordre des Capucins 
1631-1637, ed. P. Apollinaire de Valence, Paris, 1891, p. 137. 
71 ‘La question est de pouvoir marquer ce temps par des horologes si bien adjustée qu’il s’y puisse 
prendre quelque bon argument de certitude’ (Peiresc to Agathange de Vendôme, Ibid., p. 138). 
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with those of Christendom where parallel observations will be made the same 

day’. If the ultimately Ptolemaic nature of Peiresc’s mapping project were not yet 

clear enough, he stressed it at just this point in the letter: ‘and in addition, of the 

conformity of difference of the times which Ptolemy observed in your locality 

with that where we are’.72  

 

Father Agathange was not a good astronomer. Reading his report, Peiresc 

resisted the urge to complain and instead focused on better preparing him for the 

next eclipse. Peiresc explained that he would be sending a memoire that told how 

to measure the position of sun and stars, as well as the precise moments of a 

lunar eclipse.73 Something like this has indeed survived in the form of a memoire 

prepared by Gassendi for two other Capuchins who passed through Aix the 

following Spring on their way to Sidon.74 Peiresc’s effort to standardize 

observational practice had also another dimension: mapping the moon. Jean 

Mellan’s project of 1636 would enable all observers, regardless of place, to 

precisely mark an eclipse’s progress across the lunar surface.75 

  

The actual report on the eclipse observations was drawn up early in 1636 and 

takes the form of a summary written by Gassendi for Peiresc and a parallel but 

more detailed text prepared as a letter to Elie Diodati.76 A third version is 

                                                   
72 ‘Mais il seroit meilleur et plus indubitable si vous pouviez avoir quelque instrument pour 
prendre les haulteurs de quelques estoilles fixes, de celles du levant ou du ponent assez haultes 
sur l’orizon, et neantmoins assez eloignées du meridien pour y pouvoir asseoir quelque 
fondement solide. Car sur cela l’on pourroit, après, faire le calcul bien exact des moments du 
temps que vous les auriez observées, et de l’estat auquel seroit alors vostre ecclpse, et 
consequement de la distance des lieux où vous serez d’avec ceux de la chrestienté où pareilles 
observations seront faictes le mesme jour, et encores de la conformité ou difference des temps que 
Ptolomée observoit en vos cartiers avec celuy où nous sommes.’ (Peiresc to Agathange de 
Vendome, Ibid., p. 138.) 
73 Peiresc to Agathange de Vendome, 29 September 1635, Ibid., p. 188. We possess a parallel letter 
written to Pierre Golius, aka Father Celestine de Ste Lidiwine in Aleppo dated 22 November 1635 
(Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS 1873, fol. 399r.) 
74 Labelled by Peiresc for filing purposes “1636. 8 Juin. Instructions de M. Gassend au R.P. 
Ephrem de Nevers capucin et a Frère Alexandre d’Angoulesme pur les observations célestes,” it 
was published by Pierre Humbert, ‘Un manuscrit inédit de Gassendi,’ Revue des Questions 
Scientifiques, 53, 1934, pp. 5-11. 
75 Miller, ‘Description Terminable and Interminable” (n. 3 above), pp. 378-80. 
76 We also possess letters written by Peiresc to individual correspondents reporting to them on the 
night’s events, for instance, Peiresc to Luillier, 28 August 1635, Carpentras, Bibliothèque 
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preserved in Gassendi’s astronomical diary, the Commentarii de rebus 

Caelestibus.77 In the preface to this observational diary Gassendi adopts the 

descriptive pose associated with his master: ‘I show our plain observations, 

indeed, as they are’ (‘Nudas, inquam, has qualeiscumque nostras Observationes 

exhibeo’).78 In fact, these regular day-in and day-out entries actually begin in 

1633 when Gassendi was living with Peiresc -- and might we even see the master’s 

hand in its origins? 

 

In this printed version of Gassendi’s astronomical diary -- and thus somewhere 

between a letter and a treatise -- we find a proper introduction, needed for a wide 

audience. Gassendi began with the division of labor: Peiresc (‘optimus Fabricius’) 

sent letters to his contacts in Asia and Africa, while Gassendi wrote to French and 

German astronomers. The goal was clearly stated: for the varied observations to 

be ‘accurately compared from observation’.79 It is worth noting that as part of 

Gassendi’s preparations at Digne he had transferred to the nearby unobstructed 

mountain top where he planned to do the observation ‘maps and drawings 

describing the observation of recent eclipses’.80 One would want to signal that for 

Gassendi, too, description seems here to be used as a way of recording an 

observation, and is thus closely linked to particular forms, such as drawings and 

maps. 

 

In the version of Gassendi’s letter written in his own hand to Peiresc, a ‘great man 

and great friend’ (‘Per-illustris, ac per-amico’), Gassendi tersely summarized the 

results by place, beginning with Aleppo and Cairo -- perhaps a nod in the 

                                                                                                                                                       
Inguimbertine MS. 1873, fol. 269v; Peiresc to Naudé, 29 August 1635, Carpentras, Bibliothèque 
Inguimbertine MS. 1775, fol. 12r. In a letter to Luillier of 12 January 1636 Peiresc reported on 
Gassendi’s receipt of the local eclipse reports but not yet of the existence of a Gassendian 
recension of them (Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine MS. 1873, fol.273v. 
77 Pierre Gassendi Opera Omnia, 6 vols, Lyon, 1658, VI, 85-90 (Gassendi to Diodati), 90 
(Gassendi to Peiresc) and IV, pp. 274-80 (the astronomical diary). 
78 Gassendi, Commentarii de rebus Caelestibus, Prefatio, in: Opera Omnia, IV, p. 75. 
79 Gassendi, Opera Omnia, IV, pp. 275-6: ‘quod etiam optimus Fabricius tum in Asiam, & Africam 
literas ea de re dedisset, tum ex Italia ad idem praestandum pollicitationes varias exegisset; 
eapropter & ipse memet accuratè comparaveram ad observationem.’ 
80 Gassendi, Opera Omnia, IV, p. 276: ‘Translata maturè illuc fuerat universa penè observatoria 
suppellex cum schematibus, & picturis in nuperae Eclipseos observatione descriptis.’ 
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direction of Peiresc’s passion, perhaps because of the significance of at least the 

Aleppo data -- and then following with the European stations at Naples, Rome, 

Digne, Aix and Paris.81 There was some comment on the quality of the 

observations (neither the Jesuits in Rome and Quebec nor the professor in 

Naples nor the Capuchins in the Levant were competent; only the readings from 

Aix, Digne, Paris and Aleppo –by a merchant -- were reliable.)82  

 

The manuscript, and the printed version, are both prefaced by a brief explanation 

that it was not yet possible ‘to describe the whole observation’ which, including 

the material sent him by Peiresc, would be included in his astronomical diary. He 

was instead providing a summary which he hoped would suffice for the 

moment.83 Interestingly, the printed version of the letter begins ‘ALEPI in Syria’ 

but after part of its opening sentence (‘I began with the observation realized in 

the furthest East by the excellent &c.’) it continues with the very last paragraph of 

Gassendi’s text.84 Thus, not only is the version presented to Peiresc a summary of 

the more detailed account found in the Commentarii and then given to Diodati, it 

is truncated by Gassendi in print. What is emphasized by this operation is the 

importance of the Aleppo observation—which did, indeed, contribute the key 

data point—and of the conclusion, clarifying the significance of the 

Mediterranean-wide project. 

 

In the much longer letter to Diodati, Gassendi began by noting that Peiresc had 

obtained these reports from his contacts in the Orient, who held him in 

veneration. Reversing the order used in the text to Peiresc, site reports begin in 

France with the very long and detailed accounts of the observations at Aix (no 

                                                   
81 Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1832, fols. 33r-35r at fol. 33r. 
82 Peiresc’s letter to Athanasius Kircher of 8 October 1635 complaining about his shoddy 
technique has been published in Bresson (n. 62 above), pp. 180-2, n15. Similarly, Peiresc 
complained to one of the French merchants based in Aleppo about the poor results obtained by 
the Capuchin Father Michelange de Nantes in Aleppo (Peiresc to Contour, Carpentras, 
Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS 1873, fol. 401v-402r. 
83 ‘Cum iam non liceat ex integro observationes describere, quas abs te mecum communicatas, & 
supputatione facta in Commentariolas relatas deposcis; excerpto saltem velut Compendium, quod 
tuis interea votis satisfaciat.’ Gassendi, Opera Omnia, VI, 90. 
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doubt part of the material furnished Gassendi by Peiresc) and Digne (Gassendi’s 

own) and then moving to Paris and eastwards via Rome and Naples to Cairo and 

Aleppo and unrelated—and unfounded—account from missionaries in ‘Kebec.’ 

Aleppo, in this account, comes second-to-last.85 Gassendi wrote that ‘I bring here 

the various observations of this eclipse. I have not attempted to compare them 

together to show their agreement or disagreement concerning the beginning, end, 

duration etc. [of the eclipse].’86 To Peiresc he was more direct: ‘I could already 

compare them to each other’ (‘Possem iam illas inter sese conferre’).87 But it was  

clear to him that the results showed, first, that Paris was further to the west of Aix 

and Digne than had been thought and, second, that the distance between 

Marseille-Aix and the Levant was less than was displayed by ‘all the tables and 

geographical charts’, (‘multum tabulae, chartaque Geographicae omnes’) by a 

whole hour of arc, or 15o, something which the great astronomer declared 

‘astonishing, and worthy of being noted’ (‘quod mirabile sane est, & adnotatione 

dignum’).88 

 

Writing to Peiresc, Gassendi emphasized the implications ‘for the difference in 

longitude and for geographical practice’ (‘pro Longitudinum differentia, & in 

                                                                                                                                                       
84 ‘Exordior ab Observatione, quae in loco maxime Orientali per-acta est ab optimis, &c.’ 
Gassendi, Opera Omnia, VI, 90. This is the sole letter to Peiresc printed in Gassendi’s Opera.  
85 Those observations made at Aix were by Peiresc, with assistance from Théophile Minuti, 
Antoine Agarrat, Simon Corberan and Honoré Bouche, at Digne by Gassendi, at Paris by Ismail 
Boulliau, at Rome by Athanasius Kircher, Melchior Inchofer, and Gasparo Berti, at Naples by 
Camillo Glorioso and Juan Ladron de Guevarra, at Cairo by the Capuchin Agathange de Vendôme 
and his Venetian dragoman Giovanni Molino, and at Aleppo by the Discalced Carmelite Celestine 
de Sainte Lydwine, the Capuchin Michelange de Nantes, and the Chancellor of the French 
merchant community, Baltasar Fabret). La Mothe le Vayer’s second-hand account informed him 
of the Jesuit observation in Quebec. Gassendi to Diodati, 7 April 1636, Carpentras, Bibliothèque 
Inguimbertine, MS. 1832 fols 24-29. The language of the Commentarii is identical (Opera Omnia, 
IV, 275-80.  
86 ‘Hactenus varias huius eclipseos observationes refero. Non instituto verò illarum inter sese 
comparationem, qua seu consensus, seu dissensus, circa incidentiam, moram, durationem, & 
consimilia innotescat.’ Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1832, fol. 28r. Gassendi, 
Opera Omnia,  VI, pp. 89. 
87 Gassendi to Peiresc, undated, 34v: ‘Possem iam illas inter sese conferre diversimode, circa 
incidentiam, moram, durationem & similia. Verum quia res facilis est, praestat duo quodam [sic] 
adnotare pro Longitudinum differentia & in usum Geographiae, quorum etiam nuper Diodatum, 
Hortensiumque admonuit.’ 
88 Gassendi to Peiresc, undated, Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS 1832, fol. 34v: 
‘Alterum est, inde constare, quam nimis multum tabulae, chartaque Geographicae omnes illa 
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usum Geographiae’).89 And while the letter to Diodati generally suggested Peiresc 

as a model to princes for the ‘study of geographical reform’ (‘studio Geographiae 

restituendae’),90 it is in the conclusion to his letter to Peiresc that Gassendi is 

much more specific about how one might go about this:  

  

I well understand that if once these princes (i.e. Cardinals) would have 

so decided, Geography, the most noble and useful of all arts, could be 

solidly established. It is perhaps a demand that comes too late, now 

that Geography is so disfigured. Ordinary individuals lack the ability 

to restore it, while those who have the power and in whose interest it is 

in particular, are deaf to it. But if the Pope, or at least his great 

Nephew, took upon themselves this task (which they could easily do, 

by means of the priests and religous men who are sent to all the 

corners of the world), Immortal God! what utility would come to the 

human race, and what glory for them! They would surely earn 

immense gratitude from all the men of learning and goodness, and 

even if they were content only to begin, would gain merit of the whole 

Republic of Letters.91 

 

Fascinating. But there is yet more to be teased out of this. For Gassendi squarely 

placed his interpretation of the eclipse observation on its geographical utility, i.e. 

using astronomical observation to correct maps. 92 Peiresc, in turn, as we can see 

                                                                                                                                                       
AEgypti, ac Syriae loca a nobis removeant.” The exact same wording is found in Gassendi to 
Diodati, fol. 28v. 
89 Gassendi to Peiresc, undated, Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine MS 1832, fol. 34v. 
90 Gassendi to Diodati, 7 April 1636, Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine MS. 1832, fol. 28v. 
This passage is not printed in the Commentarii. 
91 ‘Intelligo nempe, si semel Principibus viris haec placaverint, fore ut tandem nobilissima, 
utilissimaque Artium Geographica possit instaurari. Vetus iam nimis propter illius deturpationem 
expostulatio, quod ipsius restitutioni viri privati sint impares, et surdi sint nimis qui rerum 
potiuntur, quorumque ea res interest praecipuè. At si tandem Pontifex summus, aut saltem 
magnus ille Nepos in hanc curam incumberet (posset autem facillime per Sacerdotes, ac 
Religiosos, qui in omneis mundi regiones mittuntur) Deum immortalem! Quanta exinde et 
utilitas generi humano, et ipsi gloria compararetur! Sane immensam gratiam apud omneis doctos, 
ac bonos iniret, et se vel solum inchoata, universam Rempub. Literariam demereretur.’ 
Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine MS. 1832, fol. 34v. 
92 Gassendi included this part of the report in the Mirrour, viz ‘it was a clear case, that all 
Geographical Tables and Maps, do set those places of Aegypt and Syria at too great a distance 
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in the letters that he wrote reporting to friends about the results, placed his 

emphasis on practice: of sailors as well as cartographers. 

 

In June 1636 Peiresc and Gassendi performed an extraordinary experiment at 

Marseille, reproducing as best as they could an experiment performed there 

nearly 2000 years earlier, during the time of Alexander the Great, by the 

cosmographer Pythoeas—an experiment exactly in keeping with the humanist 

project of “testing” Ptolemy. Using a gnomon erected on the roof of the College of 

the Oratorians, partially demolished at Peiresc’s request in order to provide an 

adequate platform, they turned the building into an observatory in order to 

determine the height of the sun on the longest day of the year.93 This was done at 

the behest of Godefroy Wendelin (1580-1667), the Marseillas translated to 

Belgium.94 

 

Peiresc saw the solstice observation and the previous year’s eclipse observation as 

linked. In the upper margin of his excerpted copy of Gassendi’s letter to Wendelin 

describing the experiment, he summarized its content as: ‘1636. July. Father 

GASSENDI to GODEFROY WENDELIN CONCERNING THE SOLSTICE OF 

MARSEILLE and THE LUNAR ECLIPSE 28 August 1635, from which is proved 

the error in geographical tables of more or less 300 leagues between Marseille 

and Alexandretta’.95  

 

                                                                                                                                                       
from us, seeing they do all set Aleppo almost three hours, that is to say, forty five degrees 
Eastward of Marseilles; whereas those observations have made it appear, that almost a whole 
hour ought to be abated, seeing they have reckoned no more than thirty degrees between the 
places aforesaid’ (Mirrour, year 1635, p. 243). 
93 J.L. Heilbron, The Sun in the Church: Cathedrals as Solar Observatories, Cambridge, Mass., 
2001, pp. 74-5. 
94 See Gassendi, Solstitialis altitudo Massiliae seu proportio gnomonis ad solstitialem umbram 
observata Massiliae anno 1636, pro Wendelini voto, in: Opera omnia, IV, pp. 523-36.  
95 ‘1636. Julii. P. GASSENDUS ad GOD.VENDELINUM DE SOLSTICIO MASSILIENSI et 
ECLIPSII LUNAE 28. Aug. 1635 ex qua convincitur Error in Tabulis Geographicis Leucarum 300 
plus minus inter Massilam et Alexandrinum.” Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine MS. 1832, 
fol. 21r. Interestingly, Peiresc had excerpted only the part dealing with the implications for 
Mediterranean cartography, not the actual experiment performed in Marseille, indicating what 
was most important to him. 



 31 

When writing to Pierre Dupuy in Paris, Peiresc joined to the results of Gassendi’s 

Pythoean experiment, ‘the instructions derived from it by the most experienced 

mariners concerning navigation in the Mediterranean’, and the observational 

results obtained at Aleppo, Cairo, Naples and Rome. This proved that maps had 

stretched the Sea by an additional two or three hundred leagues between Naples 

and Palestine. Mariners had coped with this through practical remedies, ‘for 

which they could never understand the cause and reason’. With these new results, 

however, Peiresc noted, ‘by reducing the space [of the Sea], there was nothing so 

easy to understand, as you will see when we send you the result of his 

observation, and of the comparison of it with all the others’.96 To Thomas d’Arcos 

in Tunis, Peiresc described those ‘very most expert mariners of Marseille...and 

those themselves who made marine charts’ as being ‘ravished and almost beside 

themselves’ to discover the reason for their practice. Peiresc explained that this 

would all be made clear in the enclosed diagram he had copied out from a letter 

of Gassendi’s to Wendelin on the subject.97 This no doubt refers to the one 

printed in the 1658 Gassendi Opera. [fig].  Another thing that stunned the sailors 

and cartographers was that the foundation of this reform rested upon eclipse 

observations done by a merchant, Balthazar Fabre, at Aleppo. A few more 

observations done at that same place by even slightly better trained observers 

                                                   
96 Peiresc to Jacques Dupuy, 12 August 1636, Lettres de Peiresc, III, p. 542: ‘Au reste les 
observations que Mr Gassend alla faire à Marseille dernierement et les instructions qu’il y print 
des mariniers plus experimentez, au faict de la navigation dans la Mediterranée, joinct aux 
observations que je fis faire de l’eclipse du moys d’aoust de l’année passée, tant en Alep et au 
Cayre qu’a Thunis, Naples, Rome, et ailleurs, luy a donné de quoy faire apparoir par bonnes et 
valables demonstrations d’une erreur en toutes noz cartes marines de plus de 2 ou 300 lieues 
d’entre Naples et la Palestine qu’il y a de trop dans les cartes, à quoy la routtine des mariniers 
avoit trouvé un remede dont ils n’avoient jamais sceu comprendre la cause et la raison.’ That 
Peiresc might have viewed this project as Gassendi’s in execution is also registered in the fact that 
in the economy of his wider correspondence he left it to Gassendi to spread the news. See Peiresc 
to Cassiano dal Pozzo, 31 July 1636, Post-script, Peiresc. Lettres à Cassiano dal Pozzo, eds Jean-
François Lhote and Danielle Joyal, Clermont-Ferrand, 1989, p. 249. Peiresc also shared his 
finding with the  
97 ‘Les plus expers mariniers de Marseille qui se trouverent à cette observation, et ceux mesmes 
qui font les cartes marines estoient ravis, et quasi hors d’eux de voir resouldre si facilement la 
difficulté qu’ils n’avoient jamais sceu entendre ne comprendre, pourquoy il leur falloit donner un 
quart de vent à la gauche en leur course de ponant en levant jusques en Candie, et deux quarts de 
la Candie en Cypre et par de là, et qu’au retour il en falloit faire aultant et du mesme costé, dont 
vous verrez la demonstration bien clair et bien facile en l’extraict que j’ay faict transcrire pour 
l’amour de vous, d’une lettre de Mr Gassend to Wendelin.’ Peiresc to d’Arcos, 20 July 1636, 
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could, Peiresc mused, result in much more precise results -- and thus even more 

precise maps.98 As he explained to in a letter to Fabre of May 1636, the reality 

had escaped mariners for so many centuries ‘lacking a man who had had the 

curiosity and courage to observe an eclipse in those parts, at the same time as in 

hese’.99  

o by Peiresc -- clearly intended by both of them to be a canonical 

ccount: 

 

 whereas they should rather encline to 

the right hand, or to the North? 

                                                                                                                                                      

t

 

This episode is reported at great length by Gassendi in the Vita. Indeed, the 

description of the ‘problem’ is taken word-for-word from that letter to Wendelin 

referred t

a

Finally, he would have me expound that problem, which till that time 

had tormented all Navigators and Mathematians, to find out the 

exposition thereof. The Problem was this; How comes it to passe, that 

Navigators, after they have passed Sardinia, and the Coast of Africa, or 

at least have saluted the neighbouring islands, and especially after 

they have passed Malta, to the end they may come unto Crete, they 

must not keep right on, but turn to the left hand, or to the North, one 

point of the wind, or the two and thirtieth part of the Compasse; and 

two points or half a wind, that they may passe from Crete to Cyprus, 

and from Cyprus to Alexandria in Syria? And how comes it to passe, 

that in returning, they cannot sail to Cyprus or Crete, unless they turn 

aside half a wind out of the right way, and that alwayes to the left 

hand, which is now to the South,

 

Now understanding why this was so, ‘Peireskius called together a company of 

 
Lettres de Peiresc, VII, p. 182; Carpentras, Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1871, fols 380v-381r ; 
autograph draft, Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, MS. Naf. 5172, fols. 78r-79r. 
98 Peiresc to d’Arcos, 20 July 1636, Lettres de Peiresc, VII, p. 182 and Carpentras, Bibliothèque 
Inguimbertine, MS. 1871, fols 380v-381r . 
99 ‘...cette verité auparavant incogneue durant tant de siecles a faulte d’un homme qui eust eu la 
curiostié et le courage de faire obsever une eclipse en ce païs là, en mesme temps qu’en celuy cy’. 
Peiresc to Balthazar Fabre, 21 May 1636, Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, MS Naf. 5172, fol. 73r).   
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Seafaring men and so expounded the Problem, that they were amazed’ and 

agreed that of the 2700 miles generally accepted to separate Marseille from 

Alexandretta, at least 500 could be sliced off.100 Having figured this out, Peiresc 

immediately sought to immerse himself in the best contemporary Mediterranean 

navigational literature, as if to himself gauge the potential resonance of the 

sults.101  

                                                  

re

 

The cartographic problem highlighted by Peiresc and Gassendi had, in fact, been 

solved more than a half-century earlier, though the method they used would not 

become standard until a half-century later. Bernardo Baroncelli explained in a 

portulan of the 1560s that on maps Cyprus was generally located 100 miles too 

far to the north.102 However, correcting the distortion was not only a matter of 

shortening the distance between Cyprus and Africa, but also of rotating the entire 

axis of the Sea clockwise by something like 80, moving the Eastern Mediterranean 

basin and Black Sea to the south. This was an old problem that had persisted well 

into the sixteenth century. In his last work, an atlas executed in 1586, Antonio 

Millo presents a corrected Mediterranean, with Gibraltar, Crete and Cyprus 

almost perfectly aligned, with the former at 36o N and the two islands at 35o. We 

 
100 Gassendi, Mirrour, year 1636, pp. 251-2. This is an abridged, but in parts still word-for-word, 
version of the part of his letter to Wendelin of 15 July 1636 whose concluding pages turn from the 
experiment of Pytheas to Mediterranean cartography: Opera Omnia, IV, pp. 532-4. Peiresc had 
himself written to Wendelin in May 1636, informing him of the important implications of the 
observation for cartography: ‘...ou vous verez l’erreur de toutes les cartes geographiques, & globes 
terrestres en la scituation des lieux & proportions des distances beaucoup moindres en effect 
qu’on ne les supposoit, puis qu’il s én fait un un grand tiers du chemin entre cy & les pais du 
Levant. Je feray à l’advenir tous mes effortz pour en faire continuer les observations aux 
occurrences qui se pourroit presenter’ (Peiresc to Wendelin, 18 May 1636, Carpentras, 
Bibliothèque Inguimbertine, MS. 1876, fol. 509r. 
101 In the August 1636 letter to Jacques Dupuy he asked him and his brother to look in Paris for 
two navigation manuals, the first by an unnamed Spaniard which he had been unable to locate, 
and the second the additional parts or volumes of Willem Janszoon Blaeu’s extremely rare Le 
flambeau de la navigation, monstrant la description & delineation de toutes les costes & havres 
de la mer occidentale, septentrionale & orientale, Amsterdam, 1620. Peiresc to Jacques Dupuy, 
12 August 1636, Lettres de Peiresc, III, p. 543.  
102 ‘Mind that in the nautical charts this island is located badly: it should be almost 100 miles 
further south, becaue it is barely at 35o latitude, which I have often proved myself using the 
astrolabe. Damiata, which lies exactly on a line south-north, is at 31 degrees, which is a difference 
of only 4 degrees—that equals 280 miles—and charts give Cyprus as 390 miles from Damiata. And 
this is why many ships have put to land between Rossetto and Damiata thinking, thanks to the 
charts, to be 100 miles away from where they actually are’ (quoted in Corradino Astengo, ‘The 
Renaissance Chart Tradition in the Mediterranean,’ The History of Cartography, III, p. 196 n. 
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then find a similar correction -- by different degrees! -- in the charts of Willem 

Barents (1595), Bartolomeo Crescenzio (1596, but published in 1602), Gerolamo 

Costo (before 1605), Giovanni Francesco Monno (1613), Joan Oliva (Messina, 

1614, and Livorno, 1618).103 But as we have seen, mariners were slower to adopt 

hese changes. 

oyagers’.105 

he work of Maretz in 1633 and Peiresc in 1635 marks this very turn.  

                                                                                                                                                      

t

 

And, in addition, Marseille was among the last cartographic centers to make this 

correction at all.104 The Marseille school of portulan making was driven by a few 

personalities. The Oliva family, which came from Messina, then Naples, installed 

itself in Marseille at beginning of the seventeenth century. Charlat Ambrosin 

worked in Marseille as a pilot before producing an Atlas de la Méditerranée of 5 

charts with the goal of assisting those sailing to the Levant. Then there was 

Augustin Roussin who published an Atlas Provençal de la Mediterrannee in 

1633, with three charts. It has been argued that with Roussin, Ambrosin, and 

Oliva ‘disappeared the last generation of cartographer-artists and cartographer-

mariners, who combined a bit of science and a lot of art. The generation that 

followed the geographers would be that of the scholars: astronomer-v

T

 

In part, however, the resistance of mariners and of more traditional nautical 

cartography might reflect their reliance on the compass and thus that of their 

maps on the shifting sands of magnetic declination.106 Peiresc’s application of 

comparative astronomical observation to Mediterranean cartography slices 

 
129). 
103 Astengo, Ibid., pp. 196-7. The sub-section ‘The Axis of the Mediterranean,’ pp. 194-99, 
condenses ‘L’asse del Mediterraneo nella cartografia nautica dei secoli XVI e XVII,’ Studi e 
Ricerche di Geografia, 18, 1995, pp. 213-37. 
104 Corradino Astengo, ‘The Renaissance Chart Tradition in the Mediterranean’ sub-section 
‘Marseilles,’ The History of Cartography, III, pp. 232-35. 
105 ‘...disparait la dernière génération des cartographes artistes et marins, cumulant un peu de 
science et beaucoup d’art. La genération suivante des “géographes” sera celle des savants: 
astronomes voyageurs pour les grandes cartes du monde, des pilotes hydropgraphes our les cartes 
régionales.’ Jean-Marie Homet, ‘Cartes marines,’ in Rivages & Terres de Provence. Cartographie 
d’une province, eds Mireille Pastoureau, Jean-Marie Homet, and Georges Pichard, Avignon, 1991, 
pp. 27-45 (32). 
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through this Gordian Knot. This was, in fact, the decisive step, but it would only 

begin to enter widespread map-making practice after 1680. 107 The article ‘Mer 

Méditerranée’ in the Encyclopédie exactly describes Peiresc’s achievement, 

though attributing it to Guillaume de Lisle (1675-1726), a student of Cassini’s! 108 

Even Robert Hooke’s discussion of the project of correcting maps through 

longitude makes no mention that Peiresc had actually done this half a century 

earlier -- despite the fact that Gassendi’s Opera Omnia contained a long 

disquisition on this problem, part of which was included in the Vita Peireski 

whose translation emerged from Hooke’s very circle. 109 As with so many of his 

other great achievements, Peiresc’s work on geography, astronomy, and the 

Mediterranean was almost immediately forgotten, and has remained lost.110 

Peiresc’s archive, preserved for posterity by his failure to publish and by malign 

fate, offers the modern historian an astonishing archive of early modern practice. 

Studying the relationship between letters and working notes is one of the richest 

means of grasping the nature of an intellectual life that in its time astonished all 

ho knew of it.  

 

                                                                                                                                                      

w

 

 
106 Thus the agonic ‘zero’ passed through the coast of Palestine c.1550, through Rhodes c. 1600 
and through Sicily c. 1650. Compass-based cartography was therefore doomed to inevitable 
obsolescence.  
107 Corradino Astengo, La cartografia nautica mediterranea dei secoli XVI e XVII, Genova, 2000, 
pp. 50-60, esp 58-60. See also S. Crino, ‘Metodi costruttivi ed errori nelle carte da navigare’, La 
Bibliofilia, 1932, pp. 161-72. 
108 It is drawn from Fontenelle’s éloge of Delisle: ‘La meilleure carte de la Méditerranée que nous 
ayons, a été donnée par M. Guillaume de Lisle. Cette mer ... n’avoir que 860 lieues d’occident en 
orient, au lieu de 1160 qu’on lui donnoit; & c’est ce que M. de Lisle a rectifié par des observations 
astronomiques’ (quoted in Christopher Drew Armstrong, ‘Travel and experience in the 
Mediterranean of Louis XV,’ in Rethinking the Mediterranean, ed. W.V. Harris, Oxford, 2005, 
pp. 243-4).  
109 Robert Hooke, ‘Lectures concerning navigation and astronomy’ [1683], Hooke, Posthumous 
Works of Robert Hooke, London, 1705; facs NY 1969, pp. 460-85.  
110 I wish to thank Corradino Astengo and the late David Woodward for confirming this. I am 
grateful, too for the comments of Henrique Leitao, Adam Mosley and Anthony Grafton on the 
version of this presented at the Warburg symposium, and for Dirk van Miert’s assistance with 
beautifying my translations. 


