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Print: Authority, Knowledge, and 
Publication, 16th -19th Century” 

 
Marie-Claude FELTON 

McGill 
 

In the early modern period, several learned societies – especially the science 

academies founded across Europe in the 17th century – strove to assert their 

authority over scientific knowledge. They assembled the best experts, 

promoted new discoveries, and established scientific standards. Thus, a 

relationship between the authorities and the dissemination of knowledge 

was established relatively quickly through the publications they approved. 

However, despite these societies’ attempt at control, science was not 

restricted to the learned elite. Especially at the dawn of the Enlightenment, 

science – here understood as any form of technical and theoretical 

knowledge – was slowly becoming an integral part of the cultural lives of 

individuals with diverse interests and backgrounds. To illustrate this new 

fascination, one need only recall the increasing popularity of “scientific” (or 

“pseudo-scientific”) spectacles, the interest in curiosity cabinets, and the 

creation of museums and other institutions open to the general public. This 

enthusiasm is also apparent in the sphere of writing, as indicated by the 

growth of books and periodicals of a scientific nature. Already by 1735, 

Voltaire wrote, “Poetry is no longer in fashion in Paris. Everybody is now 
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playing the part of a mathematician or a physicist.”1 With the rise of literacy 

more and more amateurs wanted to participate in the great scientific debates 

and publish their work. Thanks to their efforts, many “marginal” authors 

established a new voice and promoted their ideas to a new and broader 

readership.  

 

In light of the growing scientific community within the publishing world, 

what role did publication play in the dissemination of scientific ideas and the 

establishment of new dynamics of power and authority between academic 

institutions, authors, and their public(s)? More specifically, how was the 

modern concept of “science” forged, and how has it distinguished itself 

over time from “fringe science,” that is, any realm of knowledge considered 

marginal or outside of the norm set by established scientific authorities?2 

What contribution to science could individuals “at the fringe” of 

institutions, or of society, make, especially through print? In order to 

explore some aspects of these broader questions, we have assembled several 

papers dealing with “fringe science in print”—across continents and over 

the span of a few hundred years—in the hopes of contributing to the study 

of scientific authorship.3 By way of introduction to these individual essays, I 

propose to first look at the research that inspired me to ask these questions, 

namely the study of authors who self-published works of a scientific nature 

at the end of the Old Regime in France.4 I will then take a brief look at the 

various case studies here assembled and consider how the questions of 

authority, science, and print are present throughout the early modern period 

and beyond.  

 

Science, Authority, and Print: the Case of Self-

Publishing Authors in 18th-Century Paris5 
 

Established in 1666 by Jean-Baptiste Colbert, the Académie Royale des 

Sciences held supreme authority over scientific knowledge in France during 

the Enlightenment. Its mission was to gather the best experts, to promote 

new research and discoveries, and to set scientific standards.6 Another 

important function of the Académie was the dissemination of knowledge, 

especially through the publication of the works written by its members, and 

also the ones that gained the institution’s coveted approval. For this 

purpose, the state granted the Académie an exclusive “royal printing 
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privilège” to be used at its discretion,7 thus creating an important dynamic 

of reciprocity between the scientific authorities and the sphere of print.8  

 

As the works of several historians—including Roger Hahn, Daniel Roche, 

and Michael Lynn—have shown, the role and presence of science in France 

underwent significant changes from the 17th to the 18th century.9 Whereas 

the audience for scientific works was rather limited in the 17th century, 

France, and especially Paris, experienced a substantial growth in public 

interest in science-related topics during the Enlightenment.10 Science truly 

became part of the general urban culture.11 Examples of this growing 

enthusiasm include the success of “scientific” or “pseudo-scientific” 

spectacles, the multiplication of periodicals and personal “curiosity 

cabinets,” the popularity of science curricula and classes, and the creation of 

museums and other institutions meant for the public.12  

 

If the Académie Royale des Sciences could not meet the growing demands 

of the scientific community as the 18th century progressed, its prominence 

and exclusivity only rose in consequence.13 To be elected to the Académie 

remained the ultimate acknowledgement; every aspiring savant hoped to 

have his work achieve public recognition through the Académie’s approval 

and to become one of its members. However, with its prestige and limited 

seats, the Académie would remain a far-away dream for most. This gave rise 

to an array of alternative institutions devoted to specific scientific fields such 

as the Académie Royale de Chirurgie (1731), the Académie Royale de 

Médecine (1777), the Collège de Pharmacie (1777), and a variety of 

museums and learned societies.  

 

Having failed in their attempts to get the Académie’s endorsement, several 

would-be scientists attacked the institution by publishing books and 

pamphlets that denounced its tyranny and absolutism. In the end, factors 

such as the inaccessibility of the Académie (which became more and more 

elitist), the resulting frustration of rejected savants, and the growing public 

interest in science – through education, institutions, public events, and 

print– helped shape a new dynamic between science, authority, and the 

public in the 18th century. As we shall see, one key contributor to the 

changing role and place for science at the end of the Old Regime was the 

increasing power of public opinion in matters of scientific phenomena.  

 



 
 
Vol. 6, n° 1 | Fall 2014 
“Fringe Science in Print: Authority, Knowledge, and Publication, 16th-19th Century” 

4 

 

While studying the emergent practice of self-publishing in Paris at the end 

of the Old Regime,14 I observed that many of the individuals who took part 

in this shift between science, authority, and the public had self-published at 

one time or another.15 Several author-publishers were indeed involved in 

science-related developments. Examples include: the creation of new 

institutions, like the society founded by Court de Gébelin (which will later 

become the Musée de Paris), the emergence of public science classes given by 

teachers like Robert de Vaugondy, and the prevalence of debates about 

matters such as the squaring of the circle, new remedies, magnetism or 

dowsing. 

 

Before going further, I need to specify that my definition of self-publishing 

is restricted to authors who: 1) owned all the rights to their work (through 

the purchase of a royal printing privilège), 2) paid for all publishing costs, 

and 3) personally sold their books from home – or as one could read on the 

title page, “chez l’Auteur” –, with or without the assistance of a bookseller. 

Self-publishing certainly played a role in the developments related to 

authorship, literary property, and the book trade in general, but only at the 

very end of the Old Regime. The reason is simple: the long-standing 

legislative ban pertaining to the selling of one’s books was only lifted some 

twelve years before the Revolution with the decrees of August 30th 1777. 

Until then, only members of the booksellers and printers’ guild had the right 

to sell books in the country. 16  Once writers were allowed to not only retain 

the rights to their works and to publish independently but, most 

importantly, to also keep the prospective profits by selling their books 

personally, many wanted to do so.17  

 

In my latest study I demonstrate how self-publishing was not reserved for 

“outsiders,” the “Rousseau des ruisseaux,”18 nor the other neglected poor 

devils of the Republic of Letters; author-publishers came from all 

backgrounds.19 If their socio-economic portrait was almost identical to that 

of other writers in the 18th century (with similar proportions of individuals 

coming from the aristocracy, the army, or working as teachers, secretaries, 

engineers, craftsmen, etc.), there are certain particularities about what they 

wrote. A noticeable characteristic of works that were self-published in Paris, 

especially during the 1770s and 1780s, was their association with technical 

arts and sciences.20 Therefore, I wish to stress that we do find many kinds of 

self-published books about science, or what we would now call “pseudo-
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science,” from the ones written by well-respected men like the clockmaker 

Ferdinand Berthoud,21 the agronomist Antoine Parmentier,22 the 

astronomer Edme Mentelle,23 or the geographer Jean-Baptiste Bourguignon 

d’Anville,24 to the ones published by more notorious “quacks.”  

 

However, to even qualify as a “savant,” an individual had to abide by 

specific social and cultural codes. Achieving a respectable status within the 

scientific community could thus represent an intricate affair for many, 

especially “artisans” – for example the makers of scientific instruments or 

remedies,25 and those Steven Shapin referred to as the “invisible 

technicians”26 – and the ones who were called “quacks,” that is “who 

transgressed what those in the saddle defined as true, orthodox, regular, 

‘good’ medicine.”27 In any case, whatever their social or cultural 

background, questions about the relationship between authority and print 

were central for these hommes de savoir, especially if they were marginalized in 

any way.  

 

In my view, the fact that many “pseudo-savants” and science enthusiasts 

involved in scientific debates, activities, and institutions also used self-

publication as a means of expression was not a mere coincidence. 

Understood in relation to the several shifts that occurred in the second half 

of the 18th century— especially the growth of public interest in science, the 

increasing frustration with the Académie’s monopoly, prestige, and 

exclusivity, the multiplication of printed works related to science, the 

emergence of the “solitary genius” as a hero figure, and the mounting power 

of public opinion— the practice of self-publishing was instrumental in the 

new dynamic between science, print, and the public at the end of the Old 

Regime. It is my contention that, by self-publishing, many savants could 

build on new forms of authority with the public. This includes: 1) the 

authority they had over their text; having sole control over the publishing 

process, 2) the authority of the “misunderstood genius” v. the all-powerful 

Académie, and 3) the authority of the public itself, with whom self-

publishers could establish a privileged and personal relationship. 

 

The Authority of Print: the Dangers of Piracy 

 

The question regarding the authority of print and its role – revolutionary or 

not – in the production and reception of scientific knowledge has long been 
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debated. In her pioneering book The Printing Press as an Agent of 

Change (1979), Elizabeth Eisenstein famously argues that the arrival of print 

in the 15th and 16th century was at the root of the Scientific Revolution. 28  

According to her, the printing press was a revolutionary catalyst that 

generated an unprecedented dissemination of knowledge, and the creation 

of a much larger and international scientific community, especially due to 

the new “fixity” and availability of printed books, and the development of a 

“print culture.” This rich topic has already generated a prolific debate.29 For 

the moment, I only wish to pinpoint specific challenges to Eisenstein’s 

broader claims, especially those pertaining to the reliability and authority of 

print in the early modern period. For example, Adrian Johns argues that the 

very process of printing was responsible for noticeable (and sometimes 

meaningful) variations between copies of a same edition, and that the wide 

distribution of pirated works undermined this notion of “fixity” and 

reliability, hence, the authority of print.30  

 

It is true that, in the case of scientific works, the fear of piracy was very 

much real, at least from the authors’ point of view. Naturally preoccupied 

with the reception of their works, authors often feared being judged based 

on corrupt copies that they had no control over. And these “corruptions” 

were not only seen in counterfeits. As David McKitterick points out, a print 

shop could virtually become “a house of errors,”31 and authors often 

complained – justly or not – that the mistakes contained in their books 

mainly resulted from the printer’s careless work. To that effect, Henri 

Decremps noted how the reader rarely “made the distinction between the 

mistakes that are his, and the ones made by the secretary, the copyist, the 

editor, the printer or the translator.”32 By being more involved in the 

publication process, author-publishers could highlight the fact that they 

personally supervised the composition and revisions of their works, and 

thus guarantee that the content was authentic. Taking charge of the 

publication venture could then mean having control over the quality and 

accuracy of both the text and of technical images. This is the argument 

Chevalier de Beaurain made when he wrote:  “I doubled my efforts with 

pleasure and zeal, persuaded that the Book will be even more worthy of the 

Public’s approbation. I neglected and spared nothing for the perfection of 

my Maps, as well as for their accuracy, and for the beauty and precision of 

their execution.”33 
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Thanks to their increased control over the publication of their works, 

author-publishers could thus promote the authority of their books to the 

reading public. Of course, this was only true if readers bought an original 

and authenticated copy, from the author, and not a possible counterfeit. 

This was, for instance, the argument put forth by mathematician Ouvrier 

Delile, who warned his readers against possible pirated editions:  

Everyone will admit how essential it is, when it comes to 
a mathematical book whose merit rests principally in the 
exactitude of its calculations and in the order and 
arrangement of digits, not to be fooled by Counterfeiters, 
whose editions are always faulty, not having been revised 
by the Authors. To avoid surprises, there won’t be any 
copy issued without the Author’s signature.34 

 

To prevent forgeries (or, at least, ensure that readers had a way to 

differentiate between authentic and pirated copies), several authors, like 

Ouvrier Delile, took precautions and signed every copy of their books. 

Some even went to great lengths to counteract possible counterfeits, for 

instance by warning readers in adverts to look for specific signs on specific 

pages,35 by having each copy marked with their personal seal (for example 

Trottier, in his book on astronomy),36 or even, in Decremps’ unique case, by 

using a special “secret ink” that could not be forged by pirates.37 Through 

their personal supervision over the publication process, their use of devises 

to authenticate their copies, and, especially, their ability to sell their books 

themselves from their homes, author-publishers could thus enhance the 

authority of their printed works.  

 

If, as Adrian Johns suggests, a printed book could lose some of its authority 

in the eyes of the most wary and learned readers, who were aware of the 

potential corruption brought on by counterfeit or poorly published copies,38 

the “authority of print” can, nevertheless, be seen from another angle: the 

authority an individual gained “through” print. We are especially interested 

here in how the mere printed form conferred more authority upon a 

message and its author. Indeed, for authors whose ideas were rejected by 

established scientific authorities, publishing their views and complaints, 

especially against the Académie des Sciences, was a way of giving weight to 

their claims. However, for a great part of the Old Regime, publishing a work 

that went against the Académie was not necessarily easy. As Sabine Juratic 

has shown, the collaboration between the Académie and the Parisian 
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publishers was essential to carry out the prestigious institution’s mission of 

disseminating and promoting the development of science.39 Not only could 

the Académie give supreme authority (and validation) to a work by 

publishing it through its own “royal printing privilège,” but, as we shall see, 

it could also prevent the publication of certain works. For these reasons, 

self-publishing provided authors who sought authority and legitimacy with 

an alternative and easier access to print. 

 

Authority Through Print: The Misunderstood Genius v. the Académie  
 

Another significant way several self-published authors tried to gain more 

authority consisted in publishing their complaints against the Académie des 

Sciences, while adopting the persona of the “misunderstood genius.” The 

Romantic concept of the solitary genius, to which the writings of Jean-

Jacques Rousseau and Denis Diderot contributed, called into question the 

academies’ role as “agents of progress”; the genius, as an independent 

individual, could now become the real source of innovation.40 It is precisely 

through his antagonistic position towards traditional institutions that the 

misunderstood genius could demonstrate his originality; as a martyr, he was 

a “tortured individual infused with the fever of enthusiasm that only 

posterity [would be] capable of appreciating.”41   

 

In my study of self-publishing, I came across several cases of “savants” who 

explicitly sought public support through the works they published 

themselves, and especially by means of their deliberate attacks on the 

academies.42 By highlighting their marginality through print, these “fringe 

savants” would thus embody this “solitary hero” up against the all-powerful 

(and perhaps deceitful) authorities. This was the case of Louis Maupin, who 

was unsuccessful in having his invention in agronomy officially approved by 

the Académie,43 and also of Guillaume Le Roberger de Vausenville, who 

strived for many years to have his achievements in geometry recognized by 

the Académie and to be awarded the coveted prize of 150 000 livres, 

promised to whomever would solve the famous problem of the squaring of 

the circle.44 Despite his efforts however, as Le Roberger explained in a book 

he later self-published, the academicians not only refused to grant him the 

award, but, through their control of censorship – several censors were also 

members of the Académie – they also prevented him from publishing his 

work for many years.45 By bitterly complaining about his mistreatment to 
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the public, Le Roberger clearly challenged the authority of the royal 

institution. In an address to its members, he wrote:  

Is it by oppression and tyranny that you pretend to assist 
in the progress of human knowledge? Tell me, please, are 
you the Legislator? Do you possess the authority to 
enslave genius to your whims, by making reason bend to 
your opinions? […] What right have you to intellectual 
knowledge over anyone else?46  

 

Among the savants “at the fringe” who lashed out at the Académie we also 

find Gabriel Antoine De Lorthe, who claimed he had discovered a new 

geometric principal in the book he self-published in 1782.47 Aware that his 

theories might not be well-received, he asked that his book be read carefully 

and in its entirety “before, as he put it, you see me as crazy or foolhardy.”48 

However, as he feared, his mathematical proof did not convince the 

academicians. Exemplifying the “solitary hero” in a new edition he 

published three years later, De Lorthe wrote about the many hardships he 

had faced in order to “thwart the plot” against him. He also explained how 

he stood up to his family who “knew that the responses [he] obtained from 

the various academies were not to [his] advantage, not to him, nor to his 

work.”49 In response, the frustrated mathematician did not spare the 

members of the Académie, calling them “vicious and dangerous”, “tyrants 

who only seek to make slaves and find victims”, and who form a great 

“Tribunal of Despots.” He wrote: “They have slandered and ridiculed me 

[…] so that the Public would see me as crazy and ignorant.”50 Along the 

same lines, physician Godernaux declared that he had published his treatises 

in order to demonstrate the effectiveness of his remedies and to fight “[…] 

the force of prejudice against the discoveries that are most useful to 

humanity […], the intrigues, the combined efforts of jealous men and the 

multitude of enemies […] that must be crushed in order for truth to 

triumph over falsehood, and for the public good to triumph over individual 

selfishness.”51  

 

These few examples illustrate how it is through the rhetoric of the 

“misunderstood genius,” and in a context where public opinion grew in 

importance, that we can understand why these scorned savants chose to 

publicize their failures to gain the Académie’s recognition, especially in such 

an unflattering way. The most extreme case I have encountered is that of 

Pierre-Joseph Buc’hoz, who self-published a myriad of pamphlets52 in order 
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to denounce the horrible treatment he had received from academicians who 

had the audacity, among other things, to declare in newsprint that he had 

died due to “excessive work,”53 and to rename a parasitic plant, the 

“Buchosia foetida,” after him. This self-proclaimed “vrai homme de 

douleurs” wrote: “in the sciences, all is reduced to aristocracy: the 

academies, the colleges, the societies and even the clubs of today are 

nothing but aristocratic. Among the doctors, the botanists, the naturalists 

we only find jealousy, envy, and usurped power by those who crush their 

kind and stifle the coming germs of arts and sciences […].”54 Depicting 

himself as the misunderstood martyr, he wrote at the end of his life:  

I have spent more than twenty years on the making of 
this work, which is left unfinished; during this period of 
time, I have suffered all kinds of pains and woes from the 
revolutions in France and also from the hatred and 
jealousy of the scientists, academies, and by the secret 
plots of the booksellers, forever the sworn enemies of 
living authors; I have nonetheless sacrificed my fortune 
for the publication of this work […].55 

 

Authority Through the Public of Readers 

 

Even if the Académiciens would not grant him the recognition he desperately 

wanted, Buc’hoz could find some consolation in the fact that his many 

publications reached a wide public of readers, and were even translated into 

English and German during his lifetime.56 In fact, this author-reader relation 

is linked to the last point I would like to stress: how self-publishing captured 

the changing dynamic between science and the public, especially in two 

ways. First, through the direct interactions authors had with their readers, 

who came to them personally to buy their books, and second, in the way 

many author-publishers rested the validity of their claims – often considered 

marginal – in the new authoritative power of the public.57 

 

As I have mentioned earlier, the Académie had been, for a long time, the 

sole judge in regards to scientific matter – thus contributing to the 

establishment of what Thomas Kuhn called “normal science.”58 However, 

with the growing popular interest in science, public opinion could become 

an alternative source of legitimacy and authority. As Michael Lynn has 

shown, the 18th century saw an increase in public involvement in scientific 

debates, —particularly in anything “spectacular”—an enthusiasm the 
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Académie des Sciences strived to contain in order to maintain control over 

what was deemed legitimate.59 The Académie’s role in the evaluation and 

judgment of the divining rod and of mesmerism are famous examples of the 

institution’s efforts to uphold its leadership.60 If public opinion was 

something the Académie was forced to negotiate (and sometimes 

counteract), it could in turn become an alternative source of authority for 

savants rejected by the Académie. 

 

The crucial interaction between writers and their public is particularly 

evident in the case of self-publishing. First of all, such authors sold their 

books directly from their homes, making it possible for them to establish a 

very personal and direct relationship with their readers. This type of 

interaction also afforded authors the possibility of asking for direct feedback 

– more easily we presume than other writers – and then using favorable 

testimonies to prove the validity of their claims, as well as to demonstrate 

the support they received from the public. This is how Le Rouge proceeded, 

for instance, in his medical treatise on hernias.61 There are many ways in 

which personal relationships between author-publishers and their readers 

were developed: through the in-house sale of books, the encouragement of 

correspondence (for readers who sought more information, for example), 

public classes (such as Robert Le Vaugondys’ course on mathematics),62 and 

even personal assistance (botanist Robert-Xavier Mallet, for instance, 

offered to help his readers make their own “châssis physique” as described 

in his book).63  

 

The involvement of the public thus became essential for several authors, 

especially those marginalized by scientific authorities. Among the would-be 

scientists scorned by the academies, I also came across Dorez,64 whose cure 

for breast cancer was deemed even more harmful than the disease itself, and 

Gardanne Duport, who developed a remedy for venereal diseases. Facing 

heavy criticism, Duport explained that he had published his treatise in order 

to : 

[…] shut the mouths of the people who, because of 
mean jealousy or an even more shameful motive of self-
interest, discredit the method I use […]. I look only to 
impartial judges and educated people; their approbation 
will be the best response against these vile detractors, 
these lazy hornets who profit from the work of 
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industrious bees and seek to destroy the source from 
which they draw.65 

  

Yet getting readers involved was not necessarily an easy feat. D’Acher, the 

author of a medical book, wrote:  

When a physicist, a chemist or a mathematician 
announces a new discovery that challenges the 
established opinions, we as soon see the multiplication of 
pamphlets. We quarrel, we dispute, we call each other 
visionary and ignorant; but these quarrels are only found 
among the learned, and the Public seldom take any part 
in it.66  

 

Evidently d’Acher hoped his publication would encourage readers’ 

involvement in public debates, and thus garner their support for his ideas. 

With the possibility of a book generating hundreds of supporters, authors 

“at the fringe” could hope to make their mark outside of the academic 

sphere. In the words of Carpentier, who wrote in favour of breastfeeding, 

which was an especially contentious topic67: “There are ten of you who wish 

that I am wrong, but ten thousand who wish that I am right […]. Do you 

still disapprove of my ideas and say they are false? So be it! Don’t read 

me!”68  

 

An Introduction to “Fringe Science in Print”: Authority, 
Knowledge, and Publication, 16th -19th Century 
 

The study of self-publishing offers an interesting historical perspective that 

highlights some of the shifts characterizing the cultural and social place of 

science in Paris at the end of the Old Regime. Indeed, with their newfound 

right to self-publish, many writers, especially “would-be scientists,” made 

themselves known, and established a privileged relationship with a reading 

public that accorded them a new form of authority. By exploring different 

aspects of “fringe science in print,” this issue brings forth the long-standing 

and diverse role of the “margin” – be it social, institutional, literary or 

epistemological – in the establishment of scientific authority, and especially 

through the agency of print.  
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Between Savants and Amateurs 

 

The growing public interest in science that occurred in the 18th century 

depended largely on the production and dissemination of printed works. 

The way these works were written, and for whom, posed a number of 

questions regarding the authority of print and who it should actually involve.  

Should “scientific knowledge” be reserved for the elite and those who 

worked in established university faculties and academies? Was there, or 

should there be, a larger public engaged in scientific inquiry, a public found 

at the margins of the traditional milieu of higher knowledge? These 

questions are, in many ways, still very much alive today, for example in the 

dichotomy between established (and expensive) journals such as Nature, 

which is mostly only accessible to highly trained academics, and a variety of 

affordable and popular magazines meant to make science more accessible to 

a non-specialist audience.  

 

Throughout this issue, we will see how the intended audience of a scientific 

work played a significant role in the establishment of authority. In fact, the 

question of the accessibility of science through print has been the subject of 

debates since as early as the 16th century. This is what Anne Réach-Ngô 

illustrates in “Ni savants, ni populaires : la stratégie éditoriale des ‘Trésors de 

médecine’ à la Renaissance,” in which she studies the editorial choices 

behind the publication of compilations called Trésors. Purposely written in 

the French vernacular, these anthologies were meant to make medical works 

accessible to a larger public of readers, but also to legitimate a genre that 

could be situated at the intersection, and thus at the margin, of both 

traditional academic writing and popular or commonplace books. Editorial 

choices bore meaning. After all, it was no accident that Newton chose to 

publish his Principia Mathematica (1687) in Latin while using a particularly 

unintelligible style.69 Publishing strategies often determined who had access 

to what knowledge, and who could engage in the resulting discourse. In the 

case of the Trésors, Réach-Ngô demonstrates how editorial choices could 

highlight the divide, as well as the blurry line, that distinguished theoretical 

from practical knowledge, and also emphasize the will to legitimate works of 

medicine published in the vernacular. 
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Fringe Science and Fringe Practice 

 

Shortly after they were founded, institutions such as the Académie Royale 

des Sciences sought to denounce practices that they considered either 

dangerous, false, or both. One notorious example of a suspicious “fringe 

science” was alchemy, which in the early modern period still attracted 

esteemed men of science, while being increasingly relegated to the sphere of 

superstition. Indeed, at least until the mid-17th century, alchemical 

arguments still had some influence over modern scientific discourse, even in 

the writings of the famous “father of chemistry,” Robert Boyle.70 At the 

start of the 18th century, the fact that the most celebrated man of science 

and the president of the Royal Society, Sir Isaac Newton, was also deeply 

invested in alchemy71 necessarily poses the question of the status of this 

“science” and its practitioners.  

 

In her paper “La littérature alchimique (1550-1715): écriture et savoir à la 

marge?,” Véronique Adam studies how French alchemists were both 

celebrated and marginalized in the 16th and 17th centuries, and how they 

themselves used their published works in order to legitimate their exclusive 

and secretive knowledge. As she explains, while alchemists sought the 

cultural and social legitimation of their practice and knowledge, they also 

used a variety of auctorial devises – such as the deliberate use of 

pseudonyms and forms of coded texts – which were also meant to 

marginalize their own writings. In so doing, alchemists wished to protect 

themselves against the authorities, who increasingly condemned their 

practice, and also to add mystery to their science, which was reserved for a 

few chosen sages. In this context, explains Adams, there was a perpetual 

tension between the imposed marginality of alchemists, and the one they 

themselves harnessed in their quest for authority.  

 

With the rise of literacy and the increasing access to print, many authors 

considered as “marginal” developed a new voice and were able to promote 

their ideas to a broader readership. But what could make a particular savant 

qualify as an “outsider?” As was the case with alchemists, social and 

institutional affiliations often determined what gave – or denied – someone 

authority. Gender was of course another major factor. As several historians 

have demonstrated, women, despite their marginal position within the 

learned spheres, played their part in the development of science and the 
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practice of technical and medical knowledge in the early modern period.72 

Famous examples of women who were able to exert authority in the realm 

of science, especially through their publications, include Émilie du Châtelet 

in France73 and Laura Bassi in Italy.74  

 

The subject of gender and scientific authority is explored here by Margaret 

Carlyle, who studies female practitioners of medicine in 18th-century Paris. 

More specifically, Carlyle’s paper focuses on women’s role within the 

marketplace as producers of medical goods and services, and how this form 

of “fringe” practice allowed these women to exert their authority outside of, 

but also in interaction with, learned medicine. How did they use print to 

establish authority? And, how did they interact with “official” authorities? 

As Carlyle demonstrates, female practitioners were able to reinforce their 

authority and expertise through their use of print, especially by means of 

advertising in newspapers, handbills, medical gazettes, and also portable 

dictionaries. “By bringing their practice to print,” she writes, “enterprising 

women succeeding in staking out their claim to expertise in a growing and 

increasingly consumerist, legislated, and policed medical milieu, where the 

boundaries between ‘expert’ and ‘amateur’ knowledge traditions were 

becoming increasingly blurred.” 

 

Authority and the Authorities 

 

As we have seen in the case of author-publishers in Paris, the early modern 

period was characterised by the increasing importance of old and new 

institutions of authority in the realm of knowledge. In this context, the 

opposition between individual savants and established institutions was to be 

expected. Many would ask what could really justify the academies’ supreme 

authority? And, over what exactly did these institutions have authority? 

These are also the types of questions asked by Charles Sorel, particularly in 

his Science universelle (1634-1644). As Marie-Florence Sguaitamatti 

demonstrates, Sorel used several strategies of legitimation for his 

redefinition of what constituted “scientific” knowledge, and the methods it 

should use. He also placed a special emphasis on the ways science should be 

written and disseminated, especially promoting the genre of the 

encyclopaedia. It is by means of this discourse that Sorel sought to position 

himself and his views outside of the authority of the Académie Française.  
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In the study of the relationship that linked science, authority, and “the 

margin,” the confrontation between institutions (such as academies and 

universities) and the individuals to whom their doors would always remain 

shut seems obvious. On the other side, however, institutional affiliation did 

not necessarily guarantee an individual authority; many savants would also 

need to forge their expertise and influence “from within” these institutions, 

especially through the agency of print. For instance, if Linnaeus’s authority 

was well established in the field of botany by the second half of the 18th 

century, it was the result of many years’ work. Indeed, as Sandra Moreau 

explains, when the Swedish natural philosopher, already based at Uppsala 

University, unveiled his system of classification in Fundamenta botanica (1736) 

it did not immediately gain universal favour. But how did Linnaeus 

eventually secure his reputation and enforce his new system of taxonomy? 

Moreover, how did his published system reach not only the well-established 

academicians and professors, but also a wider public of amateurs? With an 

analysis centered on his later book Philosophia botanica (1751), Moreau 

explores how Linnaeus forged his authority by framing his innovative 

system in continuity with his predecessors – thus favoring a positive 

reception from his peers – and by reaching out to a broader readership of 

amateurs.  

 

Claudio Grimaldi also shows in his paper how even a well-respected 

member of the prestigious Académie Royale des Sciences could be in need 

of strategies to establish the authority of his theories in print. This was the 

case of Pierre-Simon de Laplace, now known as the “French Newton,” who 

felt he had to justify the legitimacy of his essay on the “science of 

probability,” and also to defend the “accessible” genre he adopted. Yet, the 

fact that Laplace used his social and institutional status to give weight to his 

theories, however marginalized they may have been, only demonstrates, 

once again, the authoritative power of established institutions, especially in 

relation to print culture.  

 

The Authority of Print, and of Literary Genre 

 

It can be argued that print brought its own forms of validation, but many 

factors could also either enhance or undermine its authority. In her analysis 

of Paul Philippe Gudin de La Brenellerie’s efforts to finance a second more 

luxurious edition of his Poème sur l’Astronomie (1801), Chantal Grenier brings 
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forth the question of literary genre and the kind of reception it could 

generate. Written in the poetic form, Gudin’s scientific work did not get 

much attention when first published since “didactic poetry” was no longer 

in fashion at that time. Indeed, by the beginning of the 19th century, literary 

and scientific genres were seen as two distinct spheres. If his Poème sur 

l’Astronomie was somewhat marginalized because of its genre, Gudin could 

nevertheless use his social network, especially his connections to members 

of scientific academies, to spark interest in his work. Through other forms 

of authority – both social and institutional – his writings could thus gain 

their own respectability. 

 

Literary genre and public reception are also at the core of Elisabeth Plas’ 

study of Alphonse Toussenel’s works on zoology. If many authors such as 

Buc’hoz bitterly suffered from their position as “outsiders,” as we saw 

earlier, Toussenel wanted, on the contrary, to promote the marginality of his 

work. For instance, Toussenel was proud to say, in his Esprit des bêtes (1847) 

and Le Monde des oiseaux (1853), that his “analogical” and “passionate” 

methods were certainly not taught at the Sorbonne! Moreover, the fact that 

he changed his editorial style for a later edition of his work, in which he 

adopted a more literary narrative with many illustrations, speaks to the 

impact of genre and its reception at the time. As Plas explains, these new 

editorial tactics bettered Toussenel’s reputation, if only as a poet in the eyes 

of naturalist Jules Michelet, and as a naturalist according to poet Charles 

Baudelaire.  

 

Authority, Science, and Print at the End of the 19th Century 

 

The tensions that already existed in the 18th century between what we could 

call “professional science” and what was considered “amateurism”75 only 

became greater as the 19th century progressed. That is not to say that 

amateurs were completely excluded from scientific organizations. Their 

presence could nevertheless be at the source of increasing conflicts 

regarding the authoritative function of these institutions and the expected 

involvement of their members. This was particularly the case for societies 

that accepted members from the public at large, such as the Société Royale 

de Botanique de Belgique, studied here by Denis Diagre. Founded in 1862 

as a “democratic” society, it was originally envisioned as a social space 

dedicated to the bourgeois and educated elite interested in botany, and 
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where amateurs could promote their contributions to the field. As such, the 

society was first established at the fringe of the official group of national 

botanists composed of university professors and members of the Académie 

Royale de Belgique. However, developments such as the professionalization 

of botany, as well as the marginalization of amateurism within the Société, 

gave rise to tensions around this institution’s vocation. As Diagre 

demonstrates, these conflicts are especially apparent in the publication of 

their Bulletin, in which the place of essays written by the scientific elite 

versus those written by amateurs – who were needed for their financial 

support of the society – was the object of increasing debate. By studying the 

Société’s Bulletin from 1862 to 1875, Diagre shows how personal ambitions 

and the will to increase the scientific standards of the publication were at 

odds with the original mission of this organization, which was to be an open 

and accessible space for the learned public. This case study demonstrates 

how matters regarding the authority of print and what constituted “real” 

and “amateur” science still continued to pose a number of challenges up 

until the end of the 19th century. 

 

If the line between science and superstition was blurred in the 17th and 18th 

centuries – for example in the case of alchemy, dowsing, or magnetism – 

this delimitation became clearer as time progressed. In the last essay of this 

issue, we are transported to the very end of the 19th century, and across the 

ocean, to explore the increasing clash between “hard science” and what was 

considered “pseudo-science.” At that time, efforts were still being made in 

order to legitimate marginalized fields of knowledge, especially through the 

authority of print. Were fringe sciences such as hypnotism, telepathy, and 

clairvoyance to be dismissed? Or, were they the truly groundbreaking fields? 

These are some of the questions posed in the 1890s by Benjamin O. Flower, 

an American who not only used fringe sciences to demonstrate the 

practicality of nonconformist reforms, such as women’s suffrage, but also to 

bring forth the contribution of those marginalized forms of knowledge and 

their practitioners via the magazine he edited. As Jean-Louis Marin-Lamellet 

demonstrates, Flower publicized the works of several authors, thus forming 

an alternative “community of inquiry” meant to push the boundaries of 

knowledge, and to rehabilitate subjects that were considered to be mere 

superstitions. To reiterate a question asked by the scorned self-published 

authors of the 18th century: who really had the authority to marginalize 

specific spheres of knowledge by deciding what was true or not? Flower 
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argued that it was above all politics and economic matters that interfered 

with the true epistemological debate.  

 

Finally, thanks to the following essays, which will take us across time and 

space, we will be able to appreciate both the evolution and the continuity of 

the intricate dynamics of scientific authority during the early modern period 

and beyond. These essays will especially highlight the dichotomy between 

what was considered “official and authoritative” – either in regards to social 

status, institutional affiliation, literary genre, or epistemology – and “at the 

fringe and marginal.”  
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