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e e

This issue con tin ues the gen eral design of a his tory of ways of con‐ 
ceiv ing the solar sys tem as we have pre vi ously en gaged it. After ex‐ 
plor ing the con di tions for the emer gence of a con cep tu al iz a tion of
the solar sys tem (2018) and then the his tor icity of the ele ments that
con sti tutes the solar sys tem (2019), the aim is to un der stand how
cos mogony has gradu ally emerged as a ra tional do main of  spec u la‐ 
tion 1.

1

The stakes are high be cause the pro gress ive con sti tu tion of cos‐ 
mogony as a le git im ate sci entific ob ject pre sup poses a series of
breaks with other nar rat ives of world en gen der ing, those linked to
re li gious be liefs or myths.

2

This deep an chor ing of cos mogonic dis courses in vites us to grasp
them from an an thro po lo gical point of view, par tic u larly for the mod‐ 
ern period. This is, in our view, the best way to un der stand the trans‐ 
form a tions tak ing place, to un der stand their causes, mod al it ies and
ef fects on the vari ous fields of human activ ity in which they are tak‐ 
ing place.

3

In their Dic tion naire cri tique de la myth o lo gie, Jean- Loïc  Le  Quel lec
and Bern ard  Ser gent sum mar ize the an thro po lo gical pro cesses that
gov ern the pro duc tion of cos mogon ies in the fol low ing way: “the
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birth or cre ation and or der ing of the Uni verse, either spon tan eous or
under the im pulse of prim or dial be ings, who may be di vin it ies re‐ 
spons ible for its cre ation, gen er ally within a void, an ori ginal noth ing‐ 
ness or a first chaos 2”. An thro po lo gists identify “two  types” of cos‐ 
mogony: on the one hand, those that “go hand in hand with theo gony,
in so far as the phases of gen esis are linked to suc cess ive gen er a tions
of deit ies”, and on the other hand, those in which “the cre ator ab so‐ 
lutely pre cedes his cre ation, as is the case in Bib lical Gen esis 3”. The
mod ern age cor res ponds to a pro gress ive dis tan cing of re li gious
frame works in sci entific prac tice 4, which is not without major ten‐ 
sions if we think of the con dem na tions of Giord ano Bruno and Ga lileo
in par tic u lar.

The sci entific cos mogony as it emerged in the West from the
16th  cen tury on wards, be cause it ques tions the very found a tions of
be liefs linked to the Chris tian re li gion, con sti tutes the focus of mul‐ 
tiple the or et ical re flec tions. And these re flec tions can be seen in
works of lit er at ure as well as in philo soph ical treat ises. At a time
when the fields of activ ity are not yet firmly closed, the his tory of the
en gen der ing of the world is of in terest to many schol ars. The cir cu la‐ 
tions are there fore nu mer ous, which show how an ob ject pre vi ously
mono pol ized by theo logy has been in ves ted

5

The ques tion is all the more com plex be cause, in the con tinu ation of
our two pre vi ous stud ies dur ing which we col lect ively tried to un der‐ 
stand how the solar sys tem had gradu ally been con ceived as an ob ject
in its own right, the en gen der ing of the solar sys tem pre sup poses an
ef fort to unify the ob served world. Co per ni cus’ the ory, Ga lileo’s ob‐ 
ser va tions, New ton’s phys ics, Her schel’s dis cov er ies, and Laplace’s
hy po theses mark the his tory of ra tional ap proaches to the gen er a tion
of the solar sys tem. In this per spect ive, what we wish to bring to light
are all forms of dis course that lie at the cross roads of philo soph ical
spec u la tion and as tro nomy, in this un cer tain space where pos sible
con fig ur a tions of the uni verse –  which we gradu ally un der stand is
not the uni verse as a whole – provide the ele ments for a re flec tion on
the be gin ning.

6

In this in tro duc tion, I would like to set the terms of our prob lem atic
pre cisely by ques tion ing these move ments and shifts in cos mogonic
ques tions that char ac ter ize schol arly mod ern ity. The aim here, there ‐
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fore, is not to de pict the series of schol arly pro pos i tions on the re‐ 
pro duct ive forms of the solar sys tem, but to de scribe spe cific forms
of con cep tual mo bil ity; we will identify the es sen tial at trib utes of
what con sti tutes less a rup ture than a slow pro cess of dis tan cing
one self from re vealed truth. In the ab sence of dir ect ex per i mental
evid ence on the ori gin of the solar sys tem, it is the solid ar ity of cos‐ 
mogonic ar gu ments in vari ous sys tems of enun ci ation that con sti‐ 
tutes the most com mon form of ar gu ment a tion. This slow sep ar a tion
in no way sig ni fies a re nun ci ation of re li gion or be lief in God on the
part of the schol ars who were an im ated by en gen der ing ques tion.
What is at stake is not so much the re versal of in di vidual val ues linked
to re li gious be lief as the pos sib il ity of elab or at ing a well- founded
schol arly reas on ing that ques tions re course to the di vine.

In order not to ex tend the demon stra tion in defi n itely, I will con cen‐ 
trate only on the 17th cen tury, tar get ing more pre cisely the trans la‐ 
tions that took place between the works of Descartes and
Cyrano de Ber gerac. Between the philo sopher and the lib ertine, the
cos mogonic sub ject provides the op por tun ity for nu mer ous com par‐ 
is ons. Let us begin by not ing the main lines of the gen er a tion of the
solar sys tem in Descartes’ work; I will then dis cuss the cos mogony
presen ted in États et Em pires du Soleil to bet ter grasp this schol arly
crys tal liz a tion of a gen er a tion of the world. Fi nally, I will very briefly
present the dif fer ent pa pers of this pub lic a tion.

8

1. Descartes and the cre ation of
the solar sys tem
In the fifth part of the Dis cours de la méthode, pub lished in  1634,
Descartes set out some ele ments on the cos mogony of the solar sys‐ 
tem. Be fore hand, he seemed re luct ant to en gage in the dis cus sions of
his time on the sub ject:

9

It would now be ne ces sary for me to speak of sev eral ques tions,
which are in con tro versy between the Doctes, with which I do not
wish to be at odds, I think it would be bet ter that I re frain from doing
so; and that I say only in gen eral what they are, in order to leave it to
the wisest to judge whether it would be use ful for the pub lic to be
more par tic u larly in formed. I have al ways kept the res ol u tion that I
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had taken, not to sup port any other prin ciple than the one I have just
used, to demon strate the ex ist ence of God and the soul, and not to
re ceive any thing for true, which did not seem to me clearer and
more cer tain than the demon stra tions that the Geo met ri cians had
pre vi ously made. 5

The philo sopher, how ever, as sured that he had un der stood that “cer‐ 
tain Laws which God has so much es tab lished in nature and has im‐ 
pressed such no tions upon our souls” that he can not “doubt that they
are ex actly ob served 6” This set of laws makes it pos sible to ad vance
“sev eral truths more use ful and more im port ant than any thing he has
ever learned be fore 7”. Descartes for mu lated what is akin to a
thought ex per i ment:

10

I re solved [...] to speak only of what was hap pen ing in a new one, if
God now cre ated some where in ima gin ary spaces enough mat ter to
com pose it, and that he stirred the vari ous parts of this mat ter in
vari ous ways and without order, so that he would com pose a Chaos
as con fused as the Poet could not ig nore: And that then he would
only lend his or din ary as sist ance to Nature, and would let her act ac ‐
cord ing to the Laws he had es tab lished. 8

Descartes evoked the di vine cre ation of a prim it ive chaos, from a
mat ter already there. It is then or gan ized ac cord ing to the laws of
nature. It is a double cos mogonic se quence that the philo sopher ima‐ 
gined: on the one hand a di vine in ter ven tion cap able of gen er at ing an
in cho ate sub stratum, on the other hand a re gime of struc tur ing the
world that emerges from the laws of nature, it self in scribed in God’s
plan. Pre cisely, in the Cartesian hy po thesis of a world yet to be cre‐ 
ated – for here Descartes does not speak of the solar sys tem, but of
the gen er a tion of an other world – it is a ques tion of un der stand ing
how “the mat ter of this Chaos should then dis pose of its laws and ar‐ 
range it self in a way that makes it sim ilar to our Heav ens: How how‐ 
ever some of its parts should com pose an Earth and some of the
Plan ets and the Comets, and some oth ers a Sun, and the fixed Stars 9”.

11

Descartes was aware that his reas on ing on the double di vine pro duc‐ 
tion of the world (i.e. chaos and then the laws of nature or der ing the
ce les tial bod ies) was riddled with con tra dic tions. In par tic u lar, it was
in cum bent upon him to ex plain why God in ter venes dir ectly in the
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gen er a tion of the first dis order, and that it is the laws of nature that
pro duce a cer tain order (the laws of nature being them selves the res‐ 
ult of di vine in ten tion). So God in ter venes dir ectly in the first case
and very in dir ectly in the second. The philo sopher there fore added:

It is far more likely that from the be gin ning God [...] made [the world]
as it was meant to be. But it is cer tain, and it is a com monly ac cep ted
opin ion among theo lo gians, that the ac tion by which he now pre ‐
serves it is the same as that by which he cre ated it: In such a way
that, even though he would not have given the be gin ning any other
form than that of Chaos, as long as, hav ing es tab lished the Laws of
Nature, he lent his as sist ance to it to act as it is ac cus tomed to do, it
may be be lieved, without harm ing the mir acle of cre ation, that only
all things that are purely ma ter ial could, in time, have reached it as
we now see them. And their nature is much easier to con ceive when
we see them being born little by little in this way, than when we con ‐
sider them to be ready- made. 10

The role of the di vine is un ques tion ably am bigu ous: at the same time
cre ator of the laws of nature and propag ator of mat ter, his ac tion
lacks a unity that Descartes does not man age to re store com pletely.
And the fact that “purely ma ter ial things” should in ev it ably ap pear to
us as they are now, largely re la tiv izes the scope of the prim or dial ges‐ 
ture of God.

13

In his Prin cipes de la philo sophie, in  1644, Descartes fur ther cla ri fied
his cos mogony in par al lel with an ini tial dis tan cing of theo lo‐ 
gical prin ciples:

14

And so far from it that I want people to be lieve all the things that I
will write, that even I pre tend to pro pose here some of them that I
ab so lutely be lieve to be false: namely, I have no doubt that the world
was cre ated in the be gin ning with as much per fec tion as it has; that
the sun, the earth, the moon and the stars were from then on; and
that the earth did not have only in it self the seeds of plants, but that
plants covered part of it; and that Adam and Eve were not cre ated as
chil dren, but as per fect men. The Chris tian re li gion wants us to be ‐
lieve this, and nat ural reason per suades us en tirely of this truth: for if
we con sider the om ni po tence of God, we must judge that everything
he did had from the be gin ning all the per fec tion it was meant to
have. But nev er the less, how much bet ter we would know what the
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nature of Adam and the trees of para dise was if we had ex amined
how chil dren are formed little by little in the sale of their moth ers,
and how plants come out of their seeds, than if we had only con ‐
sidered what they were when God cre ated them: all the same, we
would be able to make bet ter the gen eral nature of all the things in
the world if we could ima gine some prin ciples which are very in tel li ‐
gible and very simple, from which we could make it clear that the
stars and the earth, and fi nally all this vis ible world could have been
pro duced as well as some seeds (al though we know that it was not
pro duced in this way), than if we de scribe it only as it is, or as we be ‐
lieve it was cre ated. And be cause I think I have found such prin ciples,
I will try to ex plain them here. 11

Descartes tried to re con cile the prin ciples of a be gin ning of the world
aligned with the ne ces sary per fec tion of God and the evol u tion ary
prin ciples of a pro gress ive con sti tu tion of the uni verse. The same
ten sion runs in this text as in the Dis cours de la méthode: Chris tian
theo logy is put in com pet i tion with the prin ciples of ex per i mental
philo sophy (i.e. the ob ser va tion of the trees of para dise gives more in‐ 
form a tion on their gen esis than the mere be lief in a di vine act
of prin ceps).

15

How does this com plex cor pus of ideas about the found a tion of the
world cir cu late? We must not only ques tion the means by which the
prin ciples of a his tory of ori gins move, but un der stand what the
trans fer does to the dis course of Descartes him self.

16

2. Cyrano in ter prets Descartes
That Savinien  Cyrano  de  Ber gerac was Cartesian has already been
amply demon strated by nu mer ous works 12. That his nov els were a
means of mak ing known ideas in scribed in the lib ertine move ment,
the thing is not very doubt ful 13. His works were also a way of dis cuss‐ 
ing the philo soph ical theses of his time, of ap pro pri at ing them by in‐ 
ter pret ing them.

17

In the États et Em pires du Soleil, pub lished in 1662, Cyrano staged the
as cent of the hero Dyr cona, with the help of a ma chine he had built,
to the Sun. Dur ing his jour ney, he de tailed the plan of the solar sys‐ 
tem, noted that the plan ets do not pro duce light and dis tin guished

18
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their nat ural satel lites 14. He then briefly ex plains a cos mogonic hy po‐ 
thesis:

Dream ing since then about the causes of the con struc tion of this
great Uni verse, I have ima gined that when Chaos was un raveled,
after God cre ated mat ter, sim ilar bod ies joined to gether by this un ‐
known prin ciple of love, with which we ex per i ence that everything
seeks its equal. 15

The Cartesian di lemma of double in ter ven tion (i.e. dir ectly in the in‐ 
cho ate form a tion of mat ter, then in dir ectly through the laws of
nature) is here simply ig nored. Cer tainly, as Madeleine Al cover points
out, the ini tial “chaos” of which Cyrano speaks “is one of the prin‐ 
ciples of an cient atom ism and of Gassendi 16”, but the for mu la tion of a
prim or dial phase of in or gan isa tion of mat ter be fore its pro gress ive
struc tur ing fol lows the Cartesian scheme. What catches Cyrano’s at‐ 
ten tion is the logic of the pair ing of mat ter: “particles formed in a
cer tain way came to gether, and that made the air. Oth ers, to whom
the fig ure gave pos sible cir cu lar move ment, com posed by bind ing to‐ 
gether the globes called stars 17”. Here we find echoes of Descartes'
pro pos als on the form a tion of “the mat ter of which the world is com‐ 
posed [...] di vided into sev eral equal parts [which] could not at first be
all round 18”. The philo sopher was look ing for a gen eric prin ciple of
con sti tu tion of the ce les tial spheres, where the lib ertine re tained a
pos sible prin ciple of con sti tu tion. The par tial trans fer of Cartesian
ex plan at ory prin ciples into Cyrano’s nov els takes place through the
greater dis tance that the au thor of États et Em pires du Soleil takes
with the search for a global co her ence spe cific to the philo sopher.

19

Fur ther on, Cyrano  de  Ber gerac ima gined that the plan ets could be
an cient suns whose heat had been ex hausted by the con tinu ous
emis sion of light 19. He there fore sug ges ted that “these spots in the
Sun” could cor res pond to “a crust form ing on its sur face 20” an noun‐ 
cing a cool ing in pro gress. As Madeleine  Al cover poin ted out, “this
idea Descartes put for ward in his Met eors and re af firmed in his Prin‐ 
ciples 21”. In deed, in this last work, the philo sopher as sured that “the
earth where we are was once a star com posed of the mat ter of the
first pure ele ment [...] so that it was no dif fer ent from the sun, ex cept
that it was smal ler 22”. How ever, “the less subtle parts of its mat ter,
at tached to one an other, were as sembled on its sur face 23”. To the
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point where it some times forms an inlay on the sur face of the sun.
The Earth, for its part, has seen the form a tion of “dark bod ies” on its
“sur face” which “have gradu ally covered and of fen ded it all 24”.

Whereas Cyrano fa voured an ex plan a tion re lated to the de creas ing
heat of the stars, Descartes was mainly in ter ested in un der stand ing
the sim ilar phys ical mech an isms that gov ern the life of ce les tial
globes – whether or not they are stars.

21

What can we learn from this little in tro duct ory ex er cise on the cir cu‐ 
la tion of cos mogonic pat terns in the 17th cen tury? First of all, we see
that in this highly spec u lat ive field of the ways in which the world is
gen er ated, fic tion seeks no less than philo soph ical treat ise to pro‐ 
duce ra tional ex plan a tions. Above all, Cyrano was hardly bothered by
the com plex prin ciples that Descartes used to re con cile the di vine
act with the logic of the con sti tu tion of mat ter. If God re mains
present in the au thor of the États et Em pires du Soleil, he did not en‐ 
vis age in dir ect ac tion by the laws of nature. Nor did Cyrano seek to
make the spher ical form a tion of the stars co her ent – he was just for‐ 
mu lat ing a plaus ible hy po thesis, where Descartes con ceived a gen esis
cap able of grasp ing the whole grain of real ity. Fi nally, Cyrano pro‐ 
moted above all a thermal ex plan a tion of the same nature of the stars,
when Descartes ima gined phys ical pro cesses.

22

It is un deni able that Cyrano de Ber gerac drew on Cartesian spec u lat‐ 
ive ma ter ial to nour ish his novel; how ever, he prob ably felt less con‐ 
strained by the global logic of an ab so lutely co her ent un der stand ing
of the en gen der ing of the world. The spread of a philo sophy of gen‐ 
esis, shaped by the place of the di vine and its am bi val ence in the nas‐ 
cent mod ern ity, con figured by highly spec u lat ive at tempts to in ter‐ 
pret the first mat ter form a tions of the solar sys tem, sug gests a com‐ 
plex pro cess of ap pro pri ation of cos mogonic ideas. Some thing is at
play in the rap proche ment of dis tant phys ical phe nom ena –  in time
and space – which par ti cip ates in a sec u lar iz a tion of ways of con sid‐ 
er ing the solar sys tem and its gen esis. Between Descartes and
Cyrano, the an thro po lo gical space of ques tions about our world as it
has be come has thus opened up to in ter pret at ive plur al ity.
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NOTES

1  See FOU CAULT  Didier (dir.), «  L’in ven tion du système sol aire (XVI -
XVIII  siècles)/The in ven tion of the solar sys tem (16th-18th cen tur ies) », Na‐
celles, numéro/issue: 4, prin temps/Spring 2018, <https://in ter fas.univ- tlse2.
fr/na celles/384>; LAMY  Jérôme (dir.), «  Faire système. Planètes, satel lites,
comètes, astéroïdes, XVI -XIX   siècles/Con struc tion of the Plan et ary Sys tem.
Plan ets, Satel lites, Comets, As ter oids, 16th-19th  Cen tur ies  », Na celles,

3. Plan of the issue
The issue fo cuses on plural ap proaches to sci entific con cep tions of
the gen esis of the world from the early mod ern period to the end of
the 18th cen tury. The in ter twin ing of New to nian the ory and the place
of re li gion, the philo soph ical spec u la tions of Leib niz and Kant (dis‐ 
sem in at ing a more gen eral an thro po logy of the place of human be‐ 
ings), the ques tion ing of plural forms of life, the pro gress ive form al iz‐ 
a tion of a phys ics and math em at ics of gen esis, as well as all lit er ary
at tempts to ac count for the ori gin of the solar sys tem may con sti tute
entry points for this pub lic a tion.

24

In his art icle Florent Lib ral dis cusses the re la tion ship of Chris tian as‐ 
tro nomers to he lio centrism and the im plic a tions of this ques tion for
the Church. Then Didier Fou cault ques tions the way Descartes con‐ 
ceived the his tory of plan et ary sys tems and its whirl ing mech an isms.
Maria de Jesus Es pada ex plores the ef fects of Chinese cos mogon ies in
the philo sophy of Leib niz. Jean- Christophe Sanc hez is in ter ested, in
con nec tion with New ton and uni ver sal grav it a tion, in the con‐ 
sequences of this new way of con sid er ing ce les tial mech an ics on cos‐ 
mogonic ideas.

25

We have chosen to com bine syn thesis art icles (which give an ac count
of all the de vel op ments in the his tory of sci ence in the field of cos‐ 
mogony) and more spe cific case stud ies (which show par tic u lar as‐ 
pects of the cos mogonic prob lem). The aim is to provide the basis for
an on go ing re search pro gram on the dif fer ent ways of un der stand ing
the struc tures of the world since the be gin ning of the mod ern era.
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RÉSUMÉS

English
Cos mogony was first taken up by re li gious ap proaches. The sev en teenth
cen tury marked a break: the lit er ary field as well as the sci entific field were
the scene of a ra tional re appro pri ation of the his tory of the cre ation of the
Uni verse. Descartes thus in tro duced a ten sion between the idea of a cre‐ 
ation of the world that would fol low the di vine prin ciples of per fec tion and
the pro gress ive evol u tion of the Uni verse. Cyrano  de  Ber gerac seemed to
have freed him self from re li gious re quire ments to ima gine a new cos‐ 
mogony. The sev en teenth cen tury thus saw a plur al isa tion of in ter pret a‐ 
tions of the ori gin of the solar sys tem.

Français
La cos mo go nie a d’abord été in ves tie par les ap proches re li gieuses. Le
XVII   siècle consti tue une rup ture  : le champ lit té raire comme le champ
scien ti fique sont le théâtre d’une ré ap pro pria tion ra tion nelle de l’his toire de
la créa tion de l’Uni vers. Des cartes in tro duit ainsi une ten sion entre l’idée
d’une créa tion du monde qui sui vrait les prin cipes di vins de per fec tion et
l’évo lu tion pro gres sive de l’Uni vers. Cy ra no de Ber ge rac, quant à lui, semble
s’être af fran chi des exi gences re li gieuses pour ima gi ner une cos mo go nie
nou velle. Le XVII   siècle en gage donc une plu ra li sa tion des in ter pré ta tions
sur l’ori gine du sys tème so laire.
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