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In Patronage and Royal Science in Seventeenth Century France, David Lux sets out to reevaluate the transition from a system of patronage in which scientific inquiry depended largely on private individuals to one anchored in royal approbation.  Lux’s depiction of the brief but turbulent rise and fall of the Académie de Physique de Caen strongly challenges the notion, first proposed by Fontenelle, that the rise of royal societies in France was an outgrowth of a crisis in private patronage during the 1650’s and 1660’s.  Lux admirably demonstrates that private patronage continued to flourish up until the creation of the Académie Royale in 1666, and that royal protection at times disrupted established patronage networks.  Despite a convincing use of primary sources, however, Lux fails to prove that the royal incorporation left the Académie Physique any less capable of scientific inquiry than had been the case under its original patron, Daniel Huet. Lux seems intent on linking the institution’s fate to a particular kind of governance, but his own narrative offers a more compelling criterion: the delicate equilibrium between Graindorge, the académiciens, and, most importantly, the academy’s chef.  


The problem Lux addresses is of interest to any scholar of Early Modern science.  The institutionalization of natural philosophy during the mid-seventeenth century is one of the most dramatic developments in the social history of the Scientific Revolution.  The Royal Society in England and the Académie Royale des Sciences in France were not simply preeminent bodies endowed with royal funds.  They were state-sponsored, formal institutions empowered with the last word on matters of empirically derived knowledge.  Lux’s books offers numerous examples of this authority. When the Académie Royale found Jacques Graindorge’s solution to the problem of longitudes unsatisfactory, for example, André Graindorge did not contest the ruling but rather relished in the knowledge that he had helped conclusively dismiss the controversy surrounding the monk’s speculations.


Indeed, many scholars have argued that the creation of royal societies had a profound impact on the nature of experimentation and on natural philosophy more generally, and Lux does not take issue with this claim.  Rather, he seeks to extend it to a sorely neglected period in French History.  Unlike scholars of seventeenth century England, Lux maintains, historians have not yet sought to “define the exact nature of institutional arrangements” in French science to make sense of the larger issues underpinning the Scientific Revolution.
  Lux assails the outmoded belief that the establishment of the Académie Royale was the outgrowth of a crisis in private patronage during the 1660s, the so-called “Fontenelle thesis.”
  According to Fontenelle, the demands of the “new science” of the 17th century exceeded the resources of private patrons, who were themselves growing increasingly scarce in the years leading up to 1666.  Out of this vacuum, Fontenelle contended, rose the Académie Royale.


Lux finds such claims unconvincing, and his investigation of the Académie de Physique de Caen is a welcome antidote to the Fontenelle thesis.  The genesis of the Académie, the only scientific institution outside of Paris ever to receive Louis XIV’s approbation, attests to the vibrancy of private patronage as late as 1666.  It began as an assemblée scientifique, a joint project between the savant, Pierre-Daniel Huet and his fidèle, André Graindorge.  Although Huet took an interest in anatomy, Graindorge, a strident empiricist, was clearly the impetus behind the assemblée.  Lux makes remarkable use of letters between Huet and Graindorge to prove that Graindorge first encountered the experimental model of research while attending sessions of the academy of Melchisédec Thévenot in 1665 and 1666, and later incorporated this methodology into his vision of the Académie de Physique.


Lux breaks new ground with this discovery on two counts:  1) he confirms the existence of a thriving private academy concurrent with the founding of the Académie Royale, effectively dispelling the “organizational vacuum” component of the Fontenelle thesis; and 2) he demonstrates that the founders of what would become a royal academy were not “forward-looking” intellectuals anticipating the rise of state-sponsored science, but a classic patron-client duo that had not yet discarded the belief that the private patronage system was capable of supporting cutting-edge scientific research.  If there was in fact a crisis in private patronage, Huet and Graindorge were oblivious to its existence.


Through the Thévenot example, Lux elegantly dismantles the Fontenelle thesis.  Private patronage was quite active in the 1660s and, at least in the case of Graindorge and his fellows at Thévenot, scientists did not regard such sponsorship as an bleak affair that would soon be brushed aside with the advent of the Académie Royale.  Lux’s reappraisal of the Fontenelle thesis does not, however, leave us with a compelling account of what in fact did occur during the reorganization under Colbert in the late 1660s.  To find such an alternative, Lux asserts, we must turn to the institutional history of the Académie de Physique.


At the core of Lux analysis of the Académie is his claim that the royal incorporation disrupted the nuanced relationship between Huet, Graindorge and the académiciens.  Graindorge, Lux argues, did not have the état to successfully advise and direct the five to ten scientists at the Académie, most of whom ranked higher on the social ladder than Huet’s fidèle.   Huet’s eminence as chef coupled with Graindorge’s savvy, however, greased the administrative wheels and transformed a modest handful of curieux into one of Europe’s most respected scientific institutions.  When the intendant Chamillart arrived following royal incorporation, Lux contends, he set “unrealistic expectations” and evinced little interest in the day-to-day operations of the Académie, causing a sharp decline in productivity and cooperation.
  Although Huet did briefly return to the scene and Chamillart eventually wizened up to his crucial role as chef, the Académie never recovered.  Mounting frustration and enmity between all parties led Graindorge to abandon the whole project.


This account is compelling, and certainly a radical volte-face from the traditional claim that the Académie Royale galvanized the fraying experimentalist community of 1660s France.  It does not do justice to the richness of Lux’s primary source material, however.  Lux correctly notes that the problems following Chamillart’s entrance stemmed from his inability to adapt to his new role as chef and to recognize limitations on the Académie’s output.  He does not turn nearly so critical a gaze on Huet’s performance as patron, however.  At times, Huet proved just as irresponsible and noncommittal as Chamillart.  He was gone for the majority of 1666 and went on leave again in October of 1667.  Both periods of absence, Lux informs us, saw the near disintegration of the Académie.
  Even more damning, it was Huet himself who turned the Académie over to Chamillart.  Even Lux concedes that “he [Huet] was unwilling to extend the commitment [to the Académie] beyond the point at which the group had purpose and momentum sufficient to carry on without him.”
  Chamillart’s arrival may have complicated Graindorge’s relations with the académiciens, but it seems unlikely that he would have fared much better had Huet stayed on in absentia.  When Huet temporarily ousted Chamillart in 1688, he lasted a mere six months.  He did return to Caen in 1670, mainly because he had learned that Chamillart had acquired 2,500 livres for the Académie.  Huet greedily siphoned off a good portion of this sum by demanding that the institution pay rent for use of his house, where the Académie had met for the previous eight years.

Huet was hardly a paragon of patronly virtue.  Indeed, the Académie Physique triumphed and foundered under both private and royal patronage, and in some instances, such as the “house-renting” fiasco, Huet was the source of adversity even when disconnected from the institution.  Moreover, Chamillart could be just as authoritative and resourceful as Huet.  Admittedly, he did sour relations between Graindorge and the académiciens shortly after his arrival, and he did ask too much of the Académie in its early stages.  It is not an extraordinary inference, however, to attribute these failures to confusion over what was required of him as chef and miscommunication between himself and Graindorge over funding issues.  When he did preside, Lux notes, the académiciens fell into line.
  Lux also fails to note that the supposedly chaotic year of 1667 did see one of the Académie’s great success stories:  the dismissal of Jacques Graindorge’s longitudinal theories.  Chamillart’s tenure saw other valuable research:  Huaton’s desalinization project and Villon’s clock, both conceived and executed under Chamillart, won accolades in Paris.
  Chamillart also struck a major victory when he obtained funding from Colbert, which Huet squandered and Graindorge allocated almost exclusively to anatomy. 

What distinguished Huet’s stint as chef from Chamillart’s was the devotion Graindorge exhibited towards the former, often at the expense of the latter.  This preference benefited the academy considerably before 1667, but was deleterious after incorporation.  Were it nor for Graindorge’s continued support of Huet experiments and dissections, and voluminous correspondence during his absences, the author of the Commentarius might have lost interest entirely in his academy.  When Huet became a nonentity—and a financial drain—to the Académie, however, Graindorge could not tear himself away from his former patron and devote himself to the man with whom the institution’s fortune now lay:  Chamillart.  Instead, Graindorge falsified financial records and, in an ironic role-reversal, fronted a great sum of his own money to compensate for Huet’s outrageous demands.

What led to the Académie de Physique’s collapse was not the transition from private to royal patronage itself, but the changing of the guards that accompanied that shift in funding.  Had another private patron replaced Huet as chef of the Académie, we might expect the result would not have been so different from Chamillart’s unstable reign.  In terms of personal qualities, Chamillart was no less qualified a chef than Huet; he did, however, have his own set of valid, but distinct, interests and obligations.  If Huet behaved unpredictably and acted on his personal whims, Chamillart was tied to Colbert and through him to the king.  If anything, Chamillart was more stable and his program more attuned to the broader currents of seventeenth century science and the Académie Royale.  The Académie de Physique did not implode because of an irreconcilable rift between the private patron chef and intendant chef modes of governance. Rather, the institution’s failure illustrates the complexity and fragility of private patronage systems in the 17th century and fractious infighting that accompanied any exchange of personnel.  Had Graindorge shown more flexibility and less devotion to Huet, the Académie might have endured.

This last conjecture highlights another weak link in Lux’s argument:  the question of particularity. Although the Académie de Phisyque is a powerful exception to the Fontenelle thesis, it is somewhat less convincing as a general model for the transition from private to royal patronage.  At its zenith, the Académie  had thirteen members.  With such a small set of actors, drawing generalizations becomes problematic.  Lux does not offer any parallel examples to suggest that the problems the Académie faced were not unique, and this narrow focus seriously undermines his claim that the history of the institution offers a “constructive alternative [to the Fontenelle thesis] for understanding French science.”
  Graindorge was, after all, an unusual man, and although Huet and Chamillart more closely fit the categorizations of seventeenth century savant-patron and intendant respectively, they also had distinct interests and flawsLux argues explicitly that the Académie stopped functioning not because of lack of success or reception in Paris, but rather because Graindorge’s increasing paranoia and hatred of Chamillart and Carcavi led him to retire any interest in the institution.
  The “disruption” that Lux believes accompanied the royal incorporation may have been little more than bad chemistry between a few stubborn personalities. 

Arguably,  the private patronage system, with its volatile power relations, allowed for bad-blood in a way the more formal, bureaucratized royal system did not.  It also put scientists at the whim of a patron who could conceivably lose interest in his fidèles, as Huet did.  The royal system, while far from perfect, did more to resolve issues of interpersonal relations and abandonment than did the private system.  Colbert was an extraordinarly conscientious administrator, and although he and Chamillart looked out for the crown, their research interests were no less empirical or substantive than those of Huet.  In this sense, even if private patronage was not in crisis in the mid-1660s, the establishment of the Académie Royale was in many respects an improvement over preexisting informal arrangements.  Perhaps the Huet case illustrates not a “disruption” of private patronage so much as a working-out of difficulties inherent in the move from private to royal sponsorship.  In other words, perhaps royal incorporation did not disrupt private patronage as much as the complexities of private patronage frustrated the inevitable transition to institutionalized centers of research.  This explanation is both more particular to the case of the Académie and more useful in detailing the paradigm shift Lux sets out of analyze.
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