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TALISMANS AS AUTOMATA. HEBREW PHILOLOGY 

AND THE MECHANISATION OF NATURE IN 

JACQUES GAFFAREL’S CURIOSITEZ 
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Abstract. This essay aims to contribute to our reflections about 
automata in the early modern worlds by demonstrating that, first, a debate 
took place in seventeenth-century France about the nature of talismans, as to 
whether they should be considered akin to automata; and, secondly, that 
discussions about the reasons for which talismans should or should not be 
regarded as such enriched current reflections about mechanical natural 
philosophy, touching on the uses of philology in connection with the study of 
nature. I focus on Jacques Gaffarel‟s Curiositez (1629) as a case study. While 
Gaffarel is usually portrayed as an occult writer, in the first section I show 
that he was a playful libertin érudit, a Gallican, and a tolerant man with 
manifold interests, including natural philosophy and Hebrew philology. In the 
second section I demonstrate that Gaffarel was an accomplished Hebraist. In 
the last part of this essay, I relate Gaffarel‟s philological work to his 
explanations that talismans worked according to Gassendian atomism and 
Cartesian mechanicism.  

 
Keywords: automata, talismans, Hebrew philology, atomism, Aristotelianism, 
Cartesianism, Gaffarel 
 
 

Introduction 

 Seventeenth-century Western European countries witnessed a sharp rise in 
the production, uses, and discussions of automata, that is to say, mechanical objects 
which gave viewers the impression of animated machines. The trend had started in 
Renaissance Italy. The 1589 translation into Italian and publication of Heron of 
Alexandria‟s Pneumatica by Giambattista Aleotti had given great impetus to the trend 
towards the creation of moving artificial figures. As Jonathan Sawday has noted in his 
seminal work on the rise of machines in Renaissance culture, moving man-made 
objects captured scholars‟ attention. Machines were regarded as pertaining to both 
techne and scientiae.1 Unsurprisingly, Martin Delrio tackled the issue of the link between 
automata and magic in his bestselling witchcraft handbook.2 Theatrical devices were 
among the automata that caused wonder on people. The flying dragon which suddenly 
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appeared on the scene with the French comedians at the Cock-pit in Drury Lane, 
London, caused “a great disturbance of the Ayre, or rather an Irregular motion of 
several wonderfull Machines”.3 Musical fountains began to appear in princely parks, 
such as the “Monsters Park” in Bomarzo, near Viterbo, in the Papal States, or in the 
Heidelberg Palatinate Castle park, which had been designed by Solomon de Caux.4  
 Machines performed mechanical operations which mirrored men‟s abilities 
to move, to sound, and to cause change onto non-automatic objects. Once set into 
motion, machines like water pumps and levies looked like things with a will of their 
own. Engineers considered them as man-made objects which, in complementarity to 
human beings, partook of God‟s providentially ordered cosmos, where each piece had 
its pre-programmed function and place: “Le Naturel est celuy par lequel chaque 
element cherche & se tire de soi mesme vers le lieu a luy assigné par la providence 
divine en la creation; l’Accidental celuy qui se Meult par quelque puissance exterieure 
autrement que ce premier.”5 God had created an orderly cosmos, with man, who, in 
turn, created automata. The engineer Isaac de Caux believed that man‟s automata had 
their place in the cosmos and were able to function because they were made according 
to natural laws. Engineers were successful in making automata because they 
understood some of the laws of God‟s cosmos.  
 Due to her military involvement throughout the century, France enjoyed 
flourishing communities of mathematicians and engineers. From René Descartes to 
Blaise Pascal, and from Sébastien le Prestre de Vauban to Gilles Personne de 
Roberval, to mention but a few of the most renown, France was a country in which 
applied mathematics was on the rise.6 Automata-making was seen as a branch of 
applied mathematics. (We should bear in mind that the English word “technology” 
and the French word “techniques”, or the expression “applied mathematics” include 
today what seventeenth-century people understood to be simply part of 
“mathematics”: automata were mathematical objects.) Further, French printing centres 
were catching up fast with Venice, and indeed, Paris became the most active printing 
city in Europe. 7  Debates about automata took place as part of wider scholarly 
discussions about those aspects of mathematics that could help shedding light onto 
contemporary notions of God‟s orderly cosmos. Galileo‟s famous sentence, whereby 
mathematics was the language of the universe, was more than a bon mot; it was a 
programmatic stance.8 Competing hypotheses about the ways in which God‟s cosmos 
works mathematically clashed and sometimes partly overlapped with one another. 
Descartes‟ mechanical views were amply debated both in France and abroad. Rather 
than seeing them as monolithic, we should regard them as fluid and adaptive.9 There 
was no single French mathematical community throughout the century. Instead, 
several thinkers, coming from different backgrounds and proceding along slightly 
different logical paths, all contributed to re-elaborating, digesting, explaining, 
amending, and developing several strands of largely Cartesian-inspired mechanical 
views of the universe.10  
 The mathematician and Catholic priest from Provence, Pierre Gassendi 
(1592-1655) is a case in point.11 Gassendi was Regius Professor of Mathematics at the 
Collège Royal in Paris. He published widely on both theoretical as well as applied 
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mathematics. He also wrote on automata with special reference to his astronomical 
system. 12  Gassendi is best known for having re-elaborated Lucretian Epicurean 
atomism into a variant form of Cartesian mechanical philosophy. Gassendi believed 
that matter was made up of atoms, infinitely small seeds, which moved from body to 
body. Void was part of created space. Gassendi‟s explanation for the mechanical way 
in which some automata would work under the right star conjunction reflected his 
atomistic matter theories - as well as his belief in the influence of the stars on humans 
as means of God‟s providential will.13 Automata were for Gassendi all those objects 
which would cause a change in state to another object to which they would be applied 
for the purpose. The physical change in state would be the result of a transfer of 
seeds, or atoms, from the automata to the other object.14  
 As a Cardinal and an eminent mathematician, Gassendi was the dedicatee of a 
number of works. His friend from Provence and correspondent, Jacques Gaffarel 
(1601-81) dedicated to him the last part of his Curiositez Inovyes, svr la scvlptvre 
talismanique des Persans, horoscope des Patriarches, et lecture des Estoilles. 15  Despite this 
flamboyant and slightly misleading title, the main subject of Gaffarel‟s book was 
talismans, which he understood in Gassendian terms as automata. The Curiositez first 
appeared in Paris in 1629, immediately attracting significant attention, with the 
editions of 1631, 1650, and 1676 following suit, to mention but those which came out 
during the author’s lifetime. The first part of the book (pp. 1-93) aims to show the 
credibility of Gaffarel’s Jewish sources about talismans. “Les plus Saincts des Peres 
n’ont pas desdaigné la Curiosité des Gentils”, he stated in peroration for his 
methodology, which provides “tout ce qu’il conduit à la cognoissance de Dieu, 
comme sont ces recherches.” Gaffarel’s stance implies a rehabilitation of Jewish 
authors against classical and Christian misrepresentations. In order to demostrate that 
Jewish texts had been interpreted in the wrong way, Gaffarel needed to argue 
philologically. His knowledge of Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Italian, and French stood him 
in good stead. Although some of the etymologies which he suggested have recently 
been replaced by more accurate ones, Gaffarel’s philological skills were remarkable for 
the time, as we are going to appreciate shortly. The second part (pp. 94-230) is 
devoted to talismans, their physical nature, and the natural philosophical reasons for 
their efficacy. The book closes with a letter from Gaffarel to his “Amico Gassendio”, 
in which Gaffarel praises him as an active agent in the Republic of Letters, a great 
mathematician, an accomplished Hebrew scholar, and a fellow member of the 
Catholic church who values knowledge of Oriental languages to deepen his 
understanding of the book of God and of the book of Nature.16  
 Philology, observation of natural phenomena, Aristotelianism, and 
Gassendian mechanical philosophy were the key elements of the Curiositez. Historians 
have not dealt with the book in this way nor have Gaffarel‟s philological ability and 
knowledge of Hebrew been assessed properly so far. Sawday‟s choice of singling 
Gaffarel out as a particularly successful writer on automata, is as brilliant as solitary 
within the historiography available about the book. I will discuss the literature on 
Gaffarel in the next section. Here I wish to stress that Gaffarel‟s talismans are not 
usually associated with automata, whereas it is a fundamental tenet of this essay to 
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consider them in connection with them. A number of French parallel sources will be 
read together with the Curiositez in order to contextualise seventeenth-century debates 
about automata. Some of the authors were physicians, like François Bernier, the 
author of an Abrégé de la Philosophie de Gassendi which praised Gaffarel‟s work. Others 
were scholars who, like Gaffarel and Gassendi, were part of the same community of 
amateur professional as well as amateur mathematicians, some of whom corresponded 
with one another, others met regularly in Paris. They tended to belong to the de 
Mommor circle. It included such scholars, as Gassendi, Bourdelot, Gaffarel, 
Thévenot, Justel, Petit, Roberval, Pascal, de la Chambre, Sorbière, Miramont, Lantin, 
Henri, Rool, Auzout, and Moncony. They were the Who’s Who of mechanical 
philosophers of the time. Moreover, Moncony corresponded with eminent 
mathematicians abroad, like Hobbes, Digby, Boyle, Morey, Oldenburg, Bruncker, 
Willis, Wallis, Wren, Vossius, Sluze. During his travels through Italy, Monconys met 
with Galileo’s disciples, namely, Zucchi, Fabri, Kircher, Torricelli, Viviani, Bellucci, 
del Pozzo, Cassini.17 Gaffarel‟s Curiositez are in need of contextualisation, and so is his 
life, to which we are about to turn. We need a better appraisal of Gaffarel‟s life and 
Hebrew scholarship in order to be able to appreciate the ways in which he argued in 
favour of a Gassendian vision of talismans as automata.  
 

 1. Jacques Gaffarel’s life, character, reputation, and sources about his work 

 Jacques Gaffarel was born in Mans in 1601 and died in Sigonce, Provence, 
eighty years later. A doctor of theology and a Catholic priest, he always professed 
himself so in his writings, although both his early works and private correspondence 
reveal him as an erudite libertin, with a deep-seated interest for the Orient.18 In 1624, 
at the age of twenty-three, Gaffarel published in Paris his first literary work, Cleolthée, 
ou les Chastes adventures d’un Candien et d'une jeune Natolienne.19 From the choice of the 
subject one can already glimpse his taste for the East as well as his worldly spirit. It 
was a love story, mockingly addressed by Gaffarel as "chaste", between an inhabitant 
of Candia and a Turk.20 In 1628 Gaffarel published in Rome for Pope Urban VIII, 
through the intermediation and help of friend Leo Allacci, his translation from the 
Syrian-Armenian into Latin of the letter of John, Patriarch of Armenia to 
Constantinople.21 A year later, Gaffarel had become competent enough in Hebrew to 
be able to put out his translation of the De Fine Mundi by Elchaben David.22 In 1630 
Gaffarel published a Latin tract about Muslim and Christian practices with the King‟s 
Publisher for Oriental languages.23 Almost at the same time his Curiositéz came out; we 
will focus on its content in the third section.24 Here we should only note that by 1630 
the Sorbonne was monitoring Gaffarel‟s works, and as soon as the Curiositez appeared 
on the Parisian market, censors attacked it vehemently, demanding its retraction. In 
1631 a new edition of the Curiositez came out of Hervé du Mesnil‟s press. It contained 
a preface, framed as a retractation, in which, however, the author defended his work 
in rather vague terms. Nothing new: no expurgation, no self-censorship. We can see in 
this aborted censorship episode the protective shadow of Cardinal Richelieu, Provisor 
of the Sorbonne since 1622. 
 In 1633 Gaffarel left Paris for Venice. On 16 November 1633, Gaffarel wrote 
to “Monsieur d'Hozier, Gentilhomme de la Chambre du Roy & son 
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Historiographe”.25 The joking tone with which Gaffarel comments on the gossip of 
his Parisian friends about their Venetian loves gives us the image of a Catholic priest 
who is not exactly chaste, or at any rate, who likes two-way jokes maybe a little too 
much. We should also note the burlesque tone in reference to talisman which 
supposedly improved his correspondents' memory. Gaffarel seemed somewhat 
skeptical of the magical properties of talismans. We should bear it in mind when we 
shall be considering his ideas about them. In the rest of Gaffarel‟s correspondence 
with d‟Hozier there are many more passages of the same tone, which explain the 
epithet of erudite libertine with which René Pintard described Gaffarel without, shyly, 
reproducing the salty ones.26 
 As far as religion is concerned, Gaffarel did not hesitate to make fun of the 
popular piety of Venetian women who believed in the miracle of the Madonna del 
Carmine.27 Likewise, he did not skimp tirades against the pontiff.28 Gaffarel‟s other 
correspondents from Venice (and later from back in Paris) included the Who‟s Who 
of French Gallicans, such as the Dupuy brothers, Jacques-Auguste de Thou, François 
Hotman, Nicolas-Claude Fabri de Peiresc, Pierre Gassendi. Gaffarel‟s Gallican 
convictions and milieus have been amply studied, and these brief quotes simply 
confirm a well-known aspect of his character.29 
 In Venice, Gaffarel attended the French embassy, where he resided. Soon he 
made the acquaintance of Leone Modena, a cultured rabbi, who presumably procured 
him Jewish volumes for his and the Cardinal's library. In Venice lived the largest 
Italian and freest Jewish community in Europe. Venice is often referred to as the 
"gateway to the East”; in the case of the intellectual formation of Gaffarel, this 
expression appears particularly appropriate. 30  A result of Gaffarel and Modena‟s 
friendship and collaboration was the publication in Paris in 1637 of Modena's book, 
Historia de gli Riti Hebraici.31 While this work was in line with Gaffarel's intellectual 
interests, it reflected a more "Richeulian" context, too. In his Preface, Gaffarel 
deprecated the general ignorance of the Hebrew language, sources, and rites by 
scholars all over Europe, and in Paris, as well. 32  Modena dedicated his Rites 
“All'Illvstrissimo ed Excellentissimo Signore mio Padrone Colendiss. Il Signore 
Presidente Clavdio Malliero, Consigliero del Re Christianissimo destinato per 
Ambasciatore come prudentissimo alla prudentissima e Serenissima Repvbblica di 
Venetia”.33 In 1637 Richelieu had an interest in remaining on good terms with the 
Serenissima. The geopolitical situation was such as to require the consent of Venice 
for possible troop transfers: the questions of Mantua, Monferrato, and the Grisons 
required the pragmatic friendship between Paris and Venice. Like every French 
resident of the Embassy in Venice was called to do, Gaffarel informed his Gallican 
friends of the movements of imperial troops, as well as of the pro-French elements in 
the Serenissima and in the north of the peninsula.34  
 On his return to Paris, Gaffarel became advisor to Louis XIII and librarian of 
Richelieu first, and aid to Mazarin later, living off his reputation as an accomplished 
Orientalist as well as on commendations from the priory of the abbey of Ganagobie 
(Provence). When Gaffarel died in his castle in Sigonce, in 1681, his legacy was 
dispersed, thereby making both his reputation during his lifetime as well as today quite 
a hard task to the historian. Let us look at it in detail.  
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 The fame of an Orientalist has accompanied Jacques Gaffarel since the 
seventeenth century. Pierre Bayle, in his Dictionnaire historique et critique, stated that 
Gaffarel “knew Oriental languages and many others.”35 In the nineteenth century, 
Paul Gaffarel repeated that his ancestor Jacques knew Hebrew, Syriac, Arabic, and 
Persian.36 The catalogues of major libraries, such as the National Library of France or 
the British Library, describe him as an Orientalist. Yet historians of Orientalism in 
modern Europe, like Gerald Toomer, Alaistar Hamilton and Francis Richard have not 
considered Gaffarel in their works.37 Saverio Campanini is the only one who has 
attempted to evaluate Gaffarel's Hebrew.38 While waiting for the reasoned edition of 
all Gaffarel's works by Frédéric Gabriel, it is worth remembering the difficulty of 
locating his books and manuscripts, which would be the desirable primary sources for 
an empirical study of his intellectual biography. The dearth of primary sources is 
undoubtedly the most important cause of the historiographical gaps in which we 
situate Gaffarel. Although Hiro Hirai‟s special issue of Bruniana e Campanelliana has the 
merit of starting to fill some of them, we are missing a discussion of the fate of his 
papers and, above all, of the uses that Gaffarel made of philology and atomism in 
relation to the mechanisation of nature. This essay aims to begin to fill these gaps by 
looking at Gaffarel‟s contribution to the seventeenth-century French debates on the 
nature of talismans through his Curiositez. 
 Theologian and priest, Gaffarel is generally considered as one of the greatest 
exponents of seventeenth-century Christian cabbala. François Secret had already 
painted him in this way in 1957.39 On the other hand, in the Cahiers d'Hermétisme 
directed by Antoine Faivre and Frédérick Tristan, Geneviève Javari has regarded 
Gaffarel as a naive and uninteresting thinker within the "panorama" of French 
Christian kabbala in the early modern period.40 Luciano Erba has recently reiterated 
this image of a gullible Gaffarel, occultist and infatuated with magic.41 The label of a 
Christian kabbalist is dangerous, because it attracts attention from those who want to 
see the occult everywhere. For example, Peter Forshaw, in Hiro‟s edited collection, 
recently focused on Gaffarel's kabbalistic interests, relating them to Pico's work. 
Rightly, Forshaw points out that Gaffarel found kabbalah useful, because it consisted 
of a set of exegetical techniques. The next section is going to deal specifically with 
Gaffarel as a Hebraist. Before doing it, I shall summarise the history of Gaffarel‟s own 
papers. 
 Gaffarel can be a difficult subject to study because of the complicated history 
of his collections. I myself set out to search for Gaffarel's holographic papers that 
have survived time and, above all, the many French revolutions. The result was 
frustrating. Gaffarel collected Oriental manuscripts and books which have found their 
way into Richelieu‟s library. There are two inventories for it, both compiled after his 
death in 1643 and kept in the National Library of France.42 Ms 4270-4271 is the 
longer and more complete of the two. Jean Flouret studied them without, however, 
being able to ascertain the different provenances of Richelieu's collections. 43 
According to Alfred Franklin, as soon as Richelieu died, Blaise the bookseller was 
asked to compile an inventory of the cardinal's library. Richelieu left his library as an 
inheritance to his nephew, Armand de Vignerot. 44  Léopold Delisle reports with 
certainty that, in January 1648, the Duchess of Aiguillon ordered the preparation of 



 
 
 
Society and Politics                                                                             Vol. 13, No. 2(26)/November  2019 

67 

another catalogue of this library for the benefit of the young de Vignerot; it is also in 
the National Library in Paris.45 The execution of Richelieu's will in relation to his own 
library was the object of dispute. Long and tedious judicial procedures culminated in 
the intervention of the Parliament of Paris (an institution that served as the high court 
of justice for the realm of France). This, in 1660, established that the Cardinal's library 
should be moved to the Sorbonne. 
 The Sorbonne, in turn, ordered the compilation of a new catalogue 
containing the titles of all new acquisitions of printed books and manuscripts acquired 
thus; fittingly, this document is still available at the National Library, in its Richelieu 
site.46 The Delisle catalogue indicated two further manuscript copies of Richelieu‟s 
library catalogue.47 It enumerates 350 Hebrew manuscripts, 17 Arabs, 28 Greeks, 215 
Latins, 183 French and 109 Italians or Spanish. Paul Gaffarel, a descendant of 
Jacques‟s, attempted a first reconstruction of their origins. 48  During the French 
Revolution, in 1792, Richelieu‟s library was dispersed. According to Franklin, printed 
books were distributed among a number of public libraries, while 2,000 manuscripts 
were sent to the newly founded National Library. Today, in the Paris National Library, 
it is impossible to find any printed book that can be shown to have belonged to 
Richelieu. In the library of the Institut de France, the collection of manuscripts by 
Théodore Godefroy contains a mine of material on Richelieu. Indeed, the library of 
the Institut de France is the place where most of the primary material relating to 
Richelieu and his immediate political as well as intellectual contexs is to be found. 
Unfortunately, however, I could not see anything significant written by Gaffarel. On 
the other hand, a number of interesting manuscripts can be traced to the National 
Library of France. A search by provenance within the research of generic provenance 
„Richelieu‟ allows us to identify some manuscripts that belonged to Gaffarel; most 
consist of Jewish texts produced in Venice in the fifteenth century, as is clearly shown 
by an analysis of their paper and watermarks.49 
 It is likely that Gaffarel bought them during his stay in Venice in the 1630s. 
The correspondence of Gaffarel from Venice, freely available on e-corpus.org, dates 
them, precisely, before the publication of the Curiositez.50 Gaffarel‟s Venetian Hebrew 
manuscripts are bound in red Moroccan, that is in the typical binding of Richelieu, 
with his arms well engraved on the covers. I have seen all the manuscripts mentioned 
here. Only one volume, MS Hebr.586, contains a few words in Gaffarel‟s hand: "225 
Ritual Hongarico Judaicum Inedit En langue Germanique & En Caractere hebreu 
Contien Le Rituel hungaro = judaique = est esté de figures aussi Grossieres que 
ridicules.” Gaffarel wrote the entire sentence in brown ink, except the word “Inedit," 
which he wrote in red. The reason for Gaffarel's rather dry commentary is easy to find 
among the many spicy scenes in ink drawings of Jewish holidays contained in the 
volume. An anti-Semite, like, for example, the well-known Johannes Buxtorf, or the 
lesser known Peter Lambeck, would have taken the opportunity to attack the Jews.51 
Gaffarel, on the other hand, maintained an elegant aplomb. 
 The fact that the majority of these manuscripts do not contain Gaffarel's 
marginalia makes them frustrating primary sources. On the other hand, they give us an 
idea of the kind of Jewish sources he collected during his long career as a Hebraist. 
But given the scarcity of marginal notes, we can only guess the way in which Gaffarel 
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read and really understood them. In fact, it is not impossible that he read them with 
the help of someone else; again: the lack of concrete evidence in this regard leaves us 
with more questions than we had before embarking on this research. The fact that 
these volumes may have been collected for use by Richelieu could at least partly justify 
the absence of marginalia in Gaffarel's hand. He would not have written, if not 
slightly, texts for his protector. He will have felt compelled not to “dirty” or “use too 
much” the items intended for the Cardinal's collection. So it is not impossible for 
Gaffarel to have fallen back on another method of annotation, the one universally 
used by any polite reader of someone else‟s books: he will have taken notes on 
separate sheets. Which, precisely, being only pieces of paper, in an age that has seen 
not a few manuscripts of great authors lining pans and feeding rats, could have ended 
up thus. 
 As far as Gaffarel's personal library is concerned, it has proved impossible to 
locate. Most probably he kept his books, manuscripts, and cabinet of curiosities in his 
castle at Sigonce, where he died in 1681. The castle was a dependency of the priory of 
Ganagobie, of which Gaffarel was the prior from 1632 to 1639 As for the books and 
manuscripts that Gaffarel would have bought for Richelieu during his travels in Italy, 
unfortunately there does not seem to be a list. 
 Indeed, there is no clear evidence of instructions that the Cardinal supposedly 
gave Gaffarel when he sent him to Venice as a book agent, as virtually all historians 
have repeated with reference to Gaffarel’s sojourn in the lagoon. It is an observable 
fact that a number of Richelieu’s Oriental editions and manuscripts, which we can 
identify today through his red moroccan binding and his arms, as we have just seen, 
came from Venice, and some of them bear the signs of Gaffarel’s former possession. 
Nevertheless, one cannot help but notice that Gaffarel’s correspondence with 
Bouhier, who passed on news from Venice to the Cardinal, was eminently political in 
content and libertine in tone, without ever containing information about book and 
manuscript acquisitions.52 Either Gaffarel sent out information about the Cardinal‟s 
library acquisitions in separate letters, which have failed to turn up yet, or Gaffarel got 
books and manuscripts in Venice which reflected his own Oriental interests as well as 
the local market, and later gave (some of) them to Richelieu, perhaps in exchange for 
patronage. Surely the claim that Gaffarel acted as a book agent for Richelieu in Venice 
is not properly documented in the evidence available. What is safe to say, is that 
Gaffarel bought Hebrew books and made friends within the local Jewish community, 
because he was interested in the Hebrew language as a key to a whole set of sources to 
explore in addition to Latin and Greek ones. Given the importance that Hebrew 
philology held for Gaffarel as a scholar and, in particular, for his arguments about 
talismans as machines, we are now going to tackle the Curiositez. 
 
  

2. The Jewish sources for Gaffarel’s talismans: context, methodology, and aims 

 Let us start from the title. Why “inouyes”, that is, “un-heard of?”53 Gaffarel 
explains in the title that he is talking about knowledge which is unheard-of  by 
Christians because it can only be found in Jewish sources. Jewish, non-Christian 
learning can therefore be useful to both Jews as well as to all those who will read his 
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book, be it Christians or otherwise. Given the prevailing attitudes of  the time, it is 
surprising, at first glance, that Gaffarel opens his Unheard-of  Curiosities with a lengthy 
defence of  the Jews. His reason for doing this is explained thus:  
 

It concerns me therefore, for the better securing them54 from suspition, to 
take upon me the defence of  the Eastern men, and chiefly of  the Jews, who 
are the authors of  them, and in point of  curious learning, to defend their 
innocency, hitherto so much injured (UC, p. 3).  

 
 Being particularly mindful of  their Jewish origin, therefore, Gaffarel‟s 
motivation is clearly to reinforce the validity of  the traditions he is about to present. 
While his motivation may be completely self-serving, what follows remains a 
remarkably robust defence of  the Jewish nation. 
 
He begins by enumerating four common accusations levelled against the Jews (UC, 
pp. 3-4): 
 

 1. idolatry – due to a “false persuasion”  
 2. folly – due to ignorance of  Jewish sources 
 3. blasphemy – due to hatred of  Jews 
 4. apostasy – due to the arrogance of  those making the accusation  

 
 What follows is a very strong and detailed rebuttal that comprises Part One 
of  the work (UC, pp. 4-59). A detailed treatment of  the subject is impossible in this 
context, but the following points are indicative. 
 
a – ass worship 
 
 Gaffarel is competent in his use of  classical sources, probably in Latin 
translations if  the originals were in Greek, and he is prepared to engage with them 
critically. For example, he sides with Josephus against Plutarch and Tacitus on the 
subject of  the supposed idolatry of  the Jews: 
 

For the first of  these accusations, Appion, as Josephus affirms, was the first, 
that forged it out of  his own brain: and notwithstanding that this excellent 
author of  the Jewish Antiquities hath learnedly confuted him; yet Plutarch 
takes it still up for a truth; and Tacitus also, after him, brings it in, in his 
History, as a prodigious thing (UC, p. 4). 

 
 In this passage, Gaffarel is referring to Josephus‟s refutation of  Apion‟s 
accusation that the Jews worshiped a golden ass‟s head, which was supposedly kept in 
the Holy of  Holies (AA, II:79-88). 55  What is remarkable here is not so much 
Gaffarel‟s knowledge of  Josephus‟s refutation, but rather his assertion that Apion‟s 
false claim influenced both Plutarch and Tacitus in that order. According to 
Callistratus, as quoted by Plutarch, Jews “honour the ass who first led them to a spring 
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of  water” (Symp. IV:5.2). 56  A fuller version of  this notion is given by Tacitus, 
according to which the Jews almost perished from thirst in the wilderness following 
their exodus from Egypt, but were saved when Moses followed a herd of  wild asses to 
the rock from where water gushed. This was later commemorated by Moses, in the 
newly invented Jewish cult, by the dedication of  an image of  an ass in the Tabernacle 
(Hist. V:3-4).57  
 As Peter Schäfer has observed, this is a comparatively rare accusation in 
classical sources. Among Roman authors, it occurs only in Tacitus, and the only 
surviving Greek source, aside from Josephus‟s rebuttal, is Plutarch.58 It may, however, 
have been a common misconception in the ancient world, particularly in Hellenistic 
Egypt where it seems to have arisen,59 so a literary dependence of  the type suggested 
by Gaffarel is neither necessary nor likely. Nevertheless, Gaffarel‟s reference to these 
three sources represents what would have been an exhaustive treatment of  the 
subject, thus demonstrating a good knowledge of  classical literature.  
 Gaffarel also displays an excellent knowledge of  a variety of  Jewish sources, 
such as Ibn Ezra (e.g. Aben-Ezra, UC, p. 27) and David Kimchi (UC, p. 52). In many 
cases, it is clear that he has accessed these sources through Latin translations, e.g. 
 Pirche Eliezer, i.e. Capitula R. Eliezer” (UC, p. 70). But this does not mean ,פרקי אליאזר“
that his knowledge of  Jewish sources was limited to Latin intermediaries. He is able to 
quote from the Talmud with reasonable accuracy (UC, p. 45, margin, from BT Sanh 
97a) and, as the next example demonstrates, he possesses an advanced understanding 
of  Hebrew. 
 
b – cloud worship 
 
 Gaffarel later writes: 
 

But an account may more easily be given of  the cause of  the errour, in the 
businesse of  their worshiping the Clouds; which might spring from that 
miraculous Cloud, which was light on one side, and darke on the other, and 
was guide to the Children of  Israell in the Wildernesse. Or perhaps this other 
reason which I shall now give, why the Jewes were called Cœlicolæ, Worshipers 
of  the Heavens, or the Clouds, may be more satisfying: Namely, because they 
worshiped God, who is often called in the Hebrew tongue, שמים Schamaim, a 
word, that signifies also, the Heavens (UC, pp. 7-8). 

 
 This refers to the accusation that the Jews “clamour in the ears of  high 
heaven” or that they “worship nothing but the clouds and the divinity of  the 
heavens.” The former is found in one of  Petronius‟s poems,60 and the latter in one of  
Juvenal‟s satires (Sat. XIV:96-106.) 61  Apparently, and with good reason, the first 
explanation (based on Exodus 14:19-20) for this false accusation does not satisfy 
Gaffarel. The second explanation is apparently based on the Jewish use of  שמים 
“heaven” as a metonym for “God” in phrases like שם שמים “the name of  heaven” and 
the kingdom of“ מלכות שמים  heaven.” Underlying Gaffarel‟s preference for this 
explanation is his knowledge that the Hebrew term שמים can refer to both the sky (i.e. 
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the earth‟s atmosphere; e.g. Genesis 1:26) and what we more readily understand as the 
heavens (i.e. outer space or the divine realm; e.g. Genesis 1:14 and Isaiah 63:15)62 
which would account for both the variations of  this accusation as found in the Roman 
satirists. This demonstrates sound scholarship in the fields of  both classical and 
Hebraic studies.  
 
c – month names 
 
 Another example of  sound Hebraic scholarship is found in the following 
discussion of  Jewish names for the months: 
 

The Last Conjecture, which makes me thinke, that this Instrument was never 
in use, among the Ancient Hebrewes, is, because that the Names of  the 
Moneths, which are graved on the Circle of  the Moon, are not Hebrew, but 
Chaldee: and although seven of  these names are to be found in the Hebrew 
Bible, which are these; ניסן סיון אלול כסליו טבת שבת אדר, Nisan, Sivan, Elol, 
Kisleiu, Tevet, Schevat, Adar; MARCH, MAY, AUGUST, NOVEMBER, DECEMBER, 
JANUARY, & FEBRUARY; yet are they not therefore Hebrew; for they are no 
where found, save only in the Bookes that were written, during the Captivity; 
as Haggai, Zechariah, Daniel, Esra, and Esther. If  the Author of  this Instrument 
had made use of  these three names of  Moneths, which are indeed Hebrew, 
though out of  use, a man would have had the lesse suspition of  it:  זו אתנים
Ziu, Aitanim, Boul; which are used in the Third Booke of ,בול  the Kings. The 
Translator of  our Bible, interprets them not, nor specifies, what moneths they 
were. Lucas Burgensis, Elias Levita, Marinus, & Ludovicus S. Francisci, say, that 
they were, APRIL, SEPTEMBER, & OCTOBER (UC, pp. 278-279.) 

 
 Underlying this discussion is Gaffarel‟s knowledge that the Jewish month 
names, which are still used to this day, are not the historic Hebrew month names, but 
actually the Babylonian month names adopted from the time of  the Babylonian Exile, 
hence his observation that they are used in those biblical books that date from the 
exilic and post-exilic periods.63 He explains that they are Aramaic (Chaldee) rather 
than Hebrew, which, although not the whole story, is both correct and reasonable 
given that the Babylonian month names were not known until the decipherment of  
Akkadian in the nineteenth century. The reference to the earlier, authentic Hebrew 
month names is also correct, with זו occurring in 1 Kings 6:1 & 37, אתנים occurring in 
1 Kings 8:2 and בול occurring in 1 Kings 6:38.  
 
d – precious stones 
 
 Although Gaffarel demonstrates, in the context of  what was known in the 
seventeenth century, a good level of  knowledge and rational methodology, he does, 
from time to time, venture into more conjectural realms, as the next example 
demonstrates. Here, Gaffarel attempts to provide a new etymology for the French 
word “camaïeu”: 
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To give an account now of  this word, and to tell whence it is Originally 
descended, is something a difficult thing: no one Author that I have met with, 
having resolved this Doubt, or indeed so much as proposed it: only this one 
thing I do assuredly know, that it is no French word, but a Stranger. And I have 
sometimes thought; that, as the Jewes, who lived a long time in France, have 
left us many of  their Words; (as I prove elsewhere:) they might peradventure 
have left us this also: and this Conjecture seems the more probable, in that 
this People traficks much in precious Stones. Now the word כמיוה Chamaieu, 
may have beene corrupted from כמייה Chemaija, which signifies, As the Waters 
of  God: because that you shall see some Agats streaked in such manner, as that 
they perfectly represent the Figure of  Waters: and the word, God, is here 
added, according to an Idiotisme, frequent in the Hebrew Tongue; which, 
when it is to speak of  any thing of  Excellence, usually addes this Holy Name 
after it (UC, pp. 100-101.)  

 
 As Gaffarel himself  acknowledges, this idea is pure conjecture. Indeed, it is 
very wide of  the mark for a number of  reasons, not least that the word is French and 
of  Latin origin. Despite this, however, there are two parts of  his argumentation that 
go some way to redeeming his reputation for us. The first is that he is clearly aware 
that the Hebrew letters ו and י are often confused in manuscripts,64 something that is 
not so obvious if  one only consults printed sources. The second relates to the 
reference to Jews trading in precious stones, which could indicate that Gaffarel is 
aware that Maimonides‟s family engaged in the gem trade across the Indian Ocean.65 
Either or both of  these suggest that Gaffarel has more than a passing interest in the 
field of  Hebraic studies. This also demonstrates that, even when Gaffarel is pursuing a 
wholly incorrect and bizarre line of  argument, it is still worthwhile considering his 
methodology and argumentation because some parts may yet be well informed.  
 Early modernists have been waiting for an assessment of  Gaffarel's 
competence in oriental philology, and this article begins to fill the gap. Stephen 
Burnett's recent Christian Hebraism in the Reformation Era mentions Gaffarel in the 
context of  early modern French Hebraism, pointing out that someone like him fully 
participated in the vibrant intellectual life of  Parisian Hebraists, be they academics or 
“working outside of  the university, including Bishop Jean Plantavit de la Pause, the 
Almoner of  the French queen, Louis Henri d'Aquin, physician to the queen, and 
Jacques Gaffarel, purchasing agent for Cardinal Richelieu.”66 Paris was then a major 
centre of  Catholic Hebrew scholarship; it outstripped Rome as far as the quantity and 
quality of  Hebrew books that were published there. Gaffarel also spent time in Rome, 
where he worked closely with Cardinal Barberini‟s Oriental press. 67  Patronage in 
Hebraic studies was not lacking, and in this sense Gaffarel's case is exemplary, having 
been able to secure Cardinal Richelieu's protection. Moreover, since Gaffarel's 
philosemitism emerges as a fundamental topos of  his Curiositez, it deserves more than 
a passing mention, as it happens in Karp and Sutcliffe's Philosemitism in History.68 
Above all, however, we should pay close attention to Gaffarel‟s insistence on the need 
to contextualise ancient Jewish texts by reference to their geo-political and linguistic 
contexts of  production, because it reflected his Humanistic training and antiquarian 
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activities. Indeed, his interest in investigating natural philosophy by marrying philology 
to experiments was typical of  the antiquarian milieus in which he spent his scholarly 
life outside Richelieu‟s court. Gaffarel was a correspondent of  the “Prince de la 
République des Lettres”, Peiresc.69 He was part of  overlapping learned circles in Paris, 
whose members gave a significant contribution to seventeenth-century French debates 
about atomism and Cartesianism. This will become evident in the next section about 
the Curiositez. 
 
3. Were talismans a kind of  automata? The Curiositez in relation to 

seventeenth-century French debates on the mechanisation of nature 

 The first hundred pages of the Curiositez were dedicated to establishing the 
scholarly credentials of Jewish sources; the remaining six hundred presented talismans 
as a kind of automata. Thus we should regard Gaffarel‟s work as contributing to two 
overlapping debates in seventeenth-century France, which, in turn, reflected two 
major scholarly trends. First, the Curiositez aimed to demonstrate that talismans 
worked for sheer physical reasons, and, therefore, they should not be branded as 
tricks worthy of charlatans‟ sulphurous and groundless “magic”. Secondly, and 
immediately related to the former point, was Gaffarel‟s aim to show that talismans 
were a kind of automata, because they worked automatically according to the 
mechanical laws of nature of a properly understood Aristotelian cosmos. To 
appreciate these two interconnected points, we need to look at the two partly 
overlapping scholarly contexts. First, in order to interpret Aristotle‟s correctly, 
Gaffarel argues that we need the tools of philology. But ancient Latin and Greek 
sources are not enough; we need Hebrew and other Oriental works to complement 
the former. Secondly, once we have enlarged our pool of texts from which to draw 
evidence for our revised analysis of Aristotle‟s thought, can we argue in favour of a 
Gassendian version of a mechanically ordained cosmos, in which talismans 
automatically work under certain constellations, thereby producing a range of physical 
effects, from healing wounds to preventing snake infestations. Thus, the Curiositez 
contribute to the two connected French and more widely European trends of a rising 
interest in Oriental philology on the one hand, and of competing ideas about the 
mechanization of nature, on the other hand. Ultimately, we can see the Curiositez as 
partaking of the seventeenth-century fashion for re-writing histories of knowledge in 
which Eastern wisdom and learning is increasingly on a par with the classical 
tradition.70  
 In the previous two sections about Gaffarel‟s life, character, and competence 
as a Hebrew scholar I have shown that he was a French Gallican priest who enjoyed 
the pleasures of life, loved books, and had a life-long interest in Jewish learning. He 
was also well-connected, having served both Richelieu and Mazarin, and having ended 
his long life in the comfort of a castle in Provence. Gaffarel was a worldly man of 
letters with an open mind. The latter aspect of his personality is reflected in his 
scholarship. This is not the right place to show in detail his competence as a Hebraist, 
nevertheless, the second section of this essay is the first published discussion of 
Gaffarel‟s methodology as a Hebrew scholar. While his ideas about talismans may be 
proved wrong today, the same cannot be said about much of his Hebrew philology. 
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Establishing Gaffarel‟s competence is important, because he has been regarded as the 
odd author of a weird work on magic. The Curiositez, however, were the brainchild of 
a learned man‟s mind that was rather typical of his time. A closer look is in order.  
 The second part of the Curiositez opens with a chapter on, first, the ignorance 
of languages being the main reason for misunderstanding Aristotle, and, secondly, the 
Jewish works on talismans which Gaffarel will be using in support of his arguments.71 
According to Gaffarel, Aristotle speaks of qualities in terms of abilities to do, from the 
Greek poieo, to do. There are four kinds of qualities which are consubstantial with the 
things they pertain to, which enable them to be, and to function according to their 
innate (potential) scope. Gaffarel illustrates this point with reference to mechanical 
objects.72 He gives the examples of a wheel and of a sharpened sword as opposed to a 
cubic mass and an unsharpened blade as mechanical objects, whose geometrical 
shapes are the very qualities which make the former roll down and the latter cut 
through. If a wheel were not spherical, and a blade unsharpened, their shape would be 
wrong with regards to one of their essential qualities, and, therefore, they would be 
unable to perform their natural tasks. Gaffarel‟s use of the word “figure” , therefore, 
must be translated into English as “shape”. Thus Gaffarel demonstrates that by 
translating Aristotle‟s Greek correctly, one will inevitably consider shape as a quality in 
Aristotelian terms.73 Gaffarel cites here a  number of mechanical devices, or automata, 
in support of his argument, and concludes by saying that scores more examples from 
the mechanical arts may be cited in point.74  
 Belief in providence and Aristotelianism shaped Gaffarel‟s thinking about the 
natural world.75 Gaffarel describes several natural objects which are naturally inscribed 
with images resembling people, animals, plants, or saints. Gaffarel explains that these 
natural objects produce natural effects on people‟s health. For example, blood-stained 
looking Heliotropus  (a plant indigenous to warm climates) has the innate property of 
stopping blood when it is applied to an open wound. This is a case of shape enabling 
the inner power of the natural object.76 Likewise, some stones have similar properties. 
Gaffarel points out, nevertheless, that just shape or natural engravings are not enough 
for stones or plants to possess healing properties; they need an influence from above. 
Particular astral conjunctions and the matter itself which constitutes the object in 
point are other essential factors. Gaffarel gives the example of a sword once again. 
Even if the blade were sharp, and it looked sharp (even if the shape were the right 
one), it will not be able to cut anything at all were it made of wax or butter (if the 
matter were the wrong one). Shape, therefore, is not the only factor in determining the 
efficacy of objects.77 Following Della Porta, Gaffarel applies the analogy principle to 
the natural properties of natural remedies, likes heal alikes: in the same way as a 
pumpkin looks like a man‟s head, so pumpkins heal headaches. There follows a list of 
simples which look like the organs whose aches they can cure effectively.78  
 Having explained the natural, physical properties of talismans that one can 
find ready-made in nature, Gaffarel turns to man-made talismans. “Nothing has been 
bothering modern Philosophers more than “figures” or “images” made up under 
particular constellations. Most have rejected the practice as vain and superstitious, 
while others, who are less prone to passions, have recognised them to be true and 
have supported them, not without being blamed for it.”79 Gaffarel starts from the 
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etymology of the word talisman. He tries to demonstrate the Hebrew, Persian, and 
Arabic origin of the word, contrary to the received notion which followed Scaliger‟s 
Greek etymology. Oriental languages, and Hebrew in particular, are thus crucial to 
Gaffarel‟s arguments about both the etymology of the word, and, therefore, the nature 
of talismans themselves. Hebrew and Arabic etymologies of the word “talisman” from 
the Hebrew “tselem”, “image”, or, in French, “figure”. Thus Gaffarel contradicts even 
the Greek scholar Saumaise, who had provided a Greek etymology, “telesma”, 
meaning “ringlets”, or “anuli” in Latin. 80  He then engages in a rebuttal of silly 
cabalistical practices. Gaffarel argues vehemently against the etymological possibility 
that talismans should only be those stones inscribed with the Tetragrammaton, the 
four-letter word for God in Hebrew. 81  Contrary to the groundless fancies of 
demonologists, Gaffarel explains that his way of proceeding is based on the three 
criteria of star influence, look, and experience.82 
 Star influence works mechanically: God‟s cosmos is ordained in such a way 
that stars above influence the world below as means of God‟s providence. Gaffarel 
commented the image of a talisman consisting of a stone tablet engraven with words. 
He considerered it as an exmaple of superstitious and groundless practice, just as the 
belief in incantations (sentences uttered with the aim of healing someone through the 
imaginary power of words). The inefficacy of such remedies is due to practitioners‟ 
lack of astrological competence: only by pairing the right words onto the right 
materials at the right astrologically-set time can one make objects which will speed up 
physical change that would otherwise occur much more slowly.83 Talismans, thus, are 
means whereby to influence the pace of change, they do not engender physical 
transformation. Their efficacy, as we have seen, depends on an Aristotelian 
understanding of matter, whereby matter has in itself the seeds to fulfil its potential. 
Through artful combination of matter, words, and star constellations, men can speed 
up seeds so the potential state of matter comes about in full. 
 As far as look and experience are concerned, there are talismans (“Figures 
Talismaniques”) which have healed snakes, scorpions, and dogs‟ bites. Ancient 
Arabians, such as Almansor, Messahallah, Zahel, Albohazen, Haly, etc have testified 
to this effect in countless works which scholars consider as trustworthy. In other 
words, after having been bitten by a scorpion, one can touch a bezoar with the image 
of a scorpion engraven on it, and the stone will heal the bite. If one did not want to 
lend credence to Arabic sources, then there are plenty such like stories in Latin and 
Greek texts. Gregory of Tours, for instance, recalled the time when people dug up a 
stone in Paris in which images of a rat, a snake, and a fire had been engraven on it. As 
the stone images deteriorated through neglect and time, the city of Paris found itself 
infested with more and more rats, snakes, and fires, whereas before the finding of the 
stone, Paris had been protected from such nuisances.84 Citing the German scholar 
Camerarius, Gaffarel reinforced his point by reporting the story of Sultan Muhamad 
the second in Costantinople, who, on conquering the city, had accidentally smashed 
the mouth of a snake-like statue, thereby causing the sudden infestation of the city 
with thousands of snakes. Likewise, medieval Greek sources from the time of Anna 
Comnena, reports Gaffarel, tell the story of the stork-shaped talisman, which had kept 
Costantinople free from the birds until it wad removed, thereby causing a stork 
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invasion which wreacked havoc on the Byzantine city. Talismans in the shape of 
constellations were made by the ancient Greeks to protect ships, as Herotodus 
recalled. Here, once again, Hebrew philology stands in Gaffarel‟s good stead. Even 
though the etymology he comes up with might well be fanciful, it is nevertheless an 
instance of the ways in which he used Hebrew philology to discuss the uses of 
talismans in ancient times.85 He equated classical and Jewish sources when he stated 
that teraphims in the Temple of Jerusalem, which are described in the Bible, were akin 
to the automata, described by Heron of Alexandria. Editions of the Curiositez after 
1650 included engravings of talismans, such as teraphims and moving statues from 
classical sources, which illustrate this point most vividly.86  
 We can better appreciate Gaffarel‟s contribution to contemporary discussions 
about talismans and automata through a number of French works which engaged with 
the Curiositez. Gaffarel and his friend Gassendi delved in the same milieu of Gallican 
antiquaries and amateur natural philosophers who tried to combine Cartesianism with 
philology, the empirical study of objects (natural, artificial, ancient, classical, modern - 
what not) with observations of natural phenomena. Among them we find Nicolas-
Claude Fabri de Peiresc, the Dupuy brothers, Jacques-Auguste de Thou, and the de 
Mommor circle in Paris, with their correspondents throughout the Republic of 
Letters. They formed the context of production, dissemination, and criticism of the 
Curiositez. 87  Rather than considering the Curiositez in isolation from their author‟s 
intellectual and social contexts, we should regard them as one of their products. This 
is evident in Baudelot de Dairval‟s De l’utilité des voyages, et de l’avantage que la Recherche des 
Antiquitez procure aux Sçavans.88 Baudelot is in favour of Gaffarel’s analysis because the 
latter has employed what the former considers as the best means to gain knowledge of 
nature, namely, to complement it with knowledge of antiquity by way of philology. 
Baudelot appreciates Gaffarel’s philological criticisms of such authors, as Selden, 
Liceto, Pithou, Turnèbe, Scaliger. Gaffarel’s superior knowledge of Hebrew earned 
him Baudelot’s respect.89 Baudelot argues that it is a contradiction in terms to state 
one’s disbelief about talismans on the basis of “the classics” while such a major 
classical author as Galen listed some gem-talismans among medicinal simples: clearly 
Galen must have believed that a number of gems held innate, natural healing powers, 
thereby he regarded them as effective healing means as other naturalia, such as herbs 
and minerals. This point by Baudelot is all the more remarkable in that Baudelot was 
not a physician by training, like Bernier; rather, he was a lawyer, an antiquary, and, as 
such, he was both an amateur philologist as well as an amateur natural philosopher. 
His work is crammed with quotes from classical authors, even Jewish ones. Moreover, 
Baudelot was very interested in manipulating and observing objects, probably from his 
own collection, and using them to elucidate passages from the classical texts he 
commented in his book. Let us not forget that the main aim of Baudelot’s work was 
to argue in favour of travels as means to adding up objects to antiquaries’ collections: 
Baudelot was an amateur archaelogist, to say it with Alain Schnapp.90 Fig. 1 is an 
engraving of an ancient talisman in Baudelot‟s collection. 91  Baudelot had 
experimented himself with a talisman against hemorroids - successfully.92 He applies 
himself to translating Galen from the Greek, citing  in the original profusely. He 
insists that our listing talismans among artificialia is only due to our ignorance of the 
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laws of nature. Galen, instead, had listed them among naturalia, probably on the 
intuition that talismans worked for natural causes.93 “The discoveries in physics made 
by the Cartesians over the past half century are the right tools to advance the 
argument in this work; modern philosophy can restore those parts of natural 
knowledge which the ancient already had, but which got lost in centuries of 
superstition and ignorance” which have made one regard talismans as artificialia and 
demonic, rather than natural remedies working according the laws of nature.94 He 
then goes on to explaining the reasons for which a Cartesian cosmos can be 
interpreted astrologically, thereby aiding in the use of talismans.95   
 In his Discours sur les influences des astres, selon les principes de M. Descartes, Charles 
Gadroy contrasts those who believed in the influences of the stars over men (the 
Ancient) versus those who deny them (the Modern).96 First, Gadroy cites Pico della 
Mirandola and Gassendi. Gadroy praises them for providing a healthy warning against 
the superstitions of the astrologers without, however, denying the reality of star 
influences. 97  Next, Gadroy answers possible objections to Descartes’s theory of 
internal fires in planets. Had men known the true physical nature of planets in 
antiquity, no absurd theory regarding astral influences would have been conceived.98 
Further, Gadroy elaborates on the physical influences of the stars on men by way of 
seeds: Gassendi‟s atomism is mixed with Cartesian tourbillons. He even visually 
presents his readers with picture of a Cartesian tourbillon in order to explain heat waves 
(“canicules”, Fig. 2). The figure is meant to show Gadroy‟s mechanical explanation of 
a heat wave as a sphere within a tourbillon: it comes back cyclically and may be 
represented geometrically. This is a pragmatic example of an observable phenomenon 
- says Gadroy - which Cartesian mechanics and atomism explain in a satisfactory 
manner. Furthermore, it is a instance of physical influence of the above on the below. 
99 Likewise, celestial matter - the physical principle whereby Gadroy explains heat 
waves - also illustrates the temporary powers of talismans.100 Thus, Gadroy takes sides 
with the Ancient, although his mechanical philosophy is the same as the one 
advocated by the Modern. It seems to be a case of Ancient vs Modern rhetoric used 
in fact to argue for a middle ground approach.101 Gadroy, an educated man, must have 
realised that assuming Descartes’s tourbillons hypothesis was exactly just that: a 
hypothesis, an empirically unsubstantiated choice of side. There is not enough textual 
evidence from Gadroy’s text to try and argue, with Shapiro, that Gadroy, Gaffarel and 
the other authors cited here chose one side of the argument following a probabilistic 
approach.102 Nevertheless it is conceivable that at least some of them should have 
applied mechanicism to talismans because they felt it was more likely than not.  
 The choice of explaining physical phenomena on the basis of the mechanical 
hypothesis was exactly that, namely, a hypothesis, and, as such, was randomly 
employed for and against subjects which only much later came to be understood as 
magical, and, therefore, properly groundless. During Gaffarel‟s own lifetime, 
mechanic and atomistic thinking about the world was not yet a consequence of a 
proper mathematical study of nature, despite the great progress which was under way 
in several fields. It was the result of an arbitrary decision. Descartes‟s choice of 
likening animals to automata, for example, as rhetorical as it might well have been, 
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strikes one for its arbitrariness. In a letter from Descartes to Mersenne, published in 
1659, the former told the latter about his scepticism regarding talismans being akin to 
automata. 103  Descartes (who, it should be noted, had not read the book about 
talismans cited by Mersenne) denied talismans all mechanical powers. Talismans could 
not be automata. On the other hand, animals could. What were automata for 
Descartes? Automata have no will, they do what their creators will them to do 
mechanically. Automata are tools because they do not operate any choices. Will is a 
manifestation of the soul. Body is the mechanical tool of soul.104 Descartes' definition 
was thus arbitrary. 
 Similarly, the Iournal des voyages de Monsieur de Monconys is yet another example 
of the erratic ways in which one could be a Cartesian, an atomist, a cataloguer of 
ignorant people, and a believer in the philosopher‟s stone. 105  The point needs 
explaining. In May 1645, Moncony embarked on a long journey. He decided to start a 
catalogue of ignorant people (charlatans, superstitious people, folk healers…) whom 
he would be meeting in his travels. He duly recorded among them, for instance, two 
possessed ladies and a woman healer, whom he clearly considers impostors or ill.106 
Next, he devotes a lengthy section about the alchemical opus, which he trusts as a 
worthy enterprise.107 Further, he declares himself an atomist and a Cartesian thinker, 
through which he gives an explanation of tides.108 His faith in Cartesian explanations 
of tides did not prevent him from recording the natural remedy of beheaded frogs 
applied to one‟s back against urinating in bed.109 On the other hand, Moncony made it 
clear that he considered talismans as frauds.110 Monconys established his reputation as 
a learned man in 1630s Paris by joining in the mechanical and physical experiments of 
the de Mommor circle. It included such scholars, as Gassendi, Bourdelot, Gaffarel, 
Thévenot, Justel, Petit, Roberval, Pascal, de la Chambre, Sorbière, Miramont, Lantin, 
Henri, Rool, Auzout, that is, the Who‟s Who of mechanical philosophers of the time. 
Moreover, Moncony corresponded with eminent mathematicians abroad, like Hobbes, 
Digby, Boyle, Morey, Oldenburg, Bruncker, Willis, Wallis, Wren, Vossius, Sluze, “and 
others”. During his travels through Italy, Monconys met with Galileo‟s disciples, 
namely, Zucchi, Fabri, Kircher, Torricelli, Viviani, Bellucci, del Pozzo, Cassini. 111 
While it could be expected of a Modern like Monconys to side against talismans and 
superstition, we must observe the fact that it was, ultimately, by chance that he picked 
the right side. Why were decapitated frogs alright against urinating in bed, whereas 
talismans were not? Clearly, the fact of being a Cartesian atomist dit not dictate 
believing or not in particular remedies. It was just an apriori theoretical framework, in 
competition with other available ones. Its adoption implied an act of faith, and could 
lead to opposite arguments about observable (or perceived so) phenomena. Science as 
we understand it today was not there yet, although these were all useful steps which 
helped pave the way for today‟s complex mathematical understanding of many laws of 
nature.  
 François de Ceriziers nicely summed it up by pairing talismans with ancient 
automata. 112 Ceriziers‟s way of arguing brings us back to Gaffarel. Like him, Ceriziers 
believed that classical texts from antiquity could be useful sources about physical 
phenomena which people observed in their lifetimes. Gaffarel added Jewish texts to 
the pantheon of the classics. Moreover, Ceriziers regarded talismans as automata, 
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because they possessed natural powers to produce physical effects on the bearers. He 
did so, like Gaffarel, on the basis of atomism and Cartesianism.  
 
Conclusion 

 Gaffarel‟s Curiositez were highly successful throughout the seventeenth 
century because they discussed two highly fashionable and interconnected topics, 
namely, talismans, and automata. For Gaffarel, the former were akin to the latter due 
to his Aristotelian matter theory, complemented by a Gassendian atomistic view of 
matter property transfer. His competence as a Hebraist enabled him to argue on the 
basis of both classical as well as less-known Jewish sources. Gaffarel‟s Curiositez are an 
ideal case study for the relationship of philology to natural philosophical enquiries in 
seventeenth-century France. Indeed, they remind us that early modern discussions 
about automata were not left only to engineers in the modern, and therefore 
anachronistic sense we would understand them today. On the contrary, automata, 
from the Renaissance on, aroused suspicion and curiosity from many angles. 
Automata were mathematical objects; however, we should bear in mind that early 
modern mathematics, as the key to reading God‟s book of nature, maintained its 
implicit and explicit links with the hidden causes of nature. One did not need to be an 
occultist in the sense of a black magician to be interested in automata and talismans as 
God‟s means to let men produce effects in the world below. Gaffarel‟s Curiositez, 
therefore, enrich our understanding of early modern debates about automata, in that 
they remind us of the blurred boundaries between techne and scientiae in the early 
modern worlds.  
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