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PREFACE 

Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655) lived in three civilizations in the span of one 
life-time: medieval ecclesiastic, Renaissance humanist and modern 
scientific; and he never cut himself loose from any of them. It is probably 
because he managed to be at home in all three that history has allocated to 
him a position somewhere on the fringe of the inner circle of genius in the 
seventeenth-century scientific revolution. While he was not a front-runner, 
Gassendi was nevertheless a pioneer of modern corpuscularianism and his 
influence on the development of empirical science was truly international. 

It is precisely because Gassendi was a figure of the second rank - a 
significant but lesser luminary - that we need to examine his work closely, 
for the less famous contemporaries help us to explain what the great ones 
do. It might seem that Gassendi has received his share of attention from 
scholars, even though it is sometimes suggested otherwise. Several full
length monographs have been published in the past three decades, and there 
have been a number of articles in scholarly journals. Yet, despite the 
indisputable worth of these studies, the picture of Gassendi that has 
emerged from them has been partial and at times wide of the mark, so that 
the true story remains to be told. The reason for offering this study, 
therefore, is that it aims to present, if not the definitively true account, at 
least a "truer" account than has hitherto been given of the work of this 
well-known but inadequately understood architect of the mechanical 
philosophy. Philosopher of the more probable that he was, Gassendi would 
entirely approve of the aim; one hopes that he would also approve of the 
conclusions. 

This book should be of interest to scholars and students of the history 
and philosophy of science, and to anyone who has an interest in the 
intellectual history of the seventeenth century. The focus of the study is 
Gassendi's design to bring about what amounted to a revolution in natural 
philosophy, and the cultural background of the late Renaissance and early 
modern era are presented as the context which goes far towards making his 
radical ambitions intelligible. 

The aim has been to study Gassendi's work in the light of his own 
avowed goals. To achieve that aim a new effort has been made to interpret 
his almost completely neglected early manuscripts. Particular attention has 
been paid to some of the more significant developments and modifications 
of his philosophical positions that are to be discerned by comparing the 
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contents of the manuscripts with the later, published version of his 
philosophy. The conclusions reached by these efforts amount to a new 
interpretation of Gassendi and his philosophy: Gassendi was not a 
philosopher who made Epicureanism respectable; nor was he a materialist 
malgre lui; nor was he a collaborator with Marin Mersenne in resisting a 
sceptical crisis. He was essentially an anti-Aristotelian promoter of 
Epicureanism, the philosophy which he deemed more suitable for the needs 
of the seventeenth century, both for supporting the Christian faith and for 
enabling philosophers to participate in and contribute to the progress of the 
new experimental and observational sciences. 
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