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BY GAL BECKERMAN

When They Come for Us, We’ll Be Gone

The Quiet Before




To Debbie—

if not for you …





Whether we are experiencing the world through the lens of speech or the printed word or the television camera, our media-metaphors classify the world for us, sequence it, frame it, enlarge it, reduce it, color it, argue a case for what the world is like.

—NEIL POSTMAN

You can’t just keep on yelling.

—BARACK OBAMA






Introduction

CHANGE—THE KIND THAT topples social norms and uproots orthodoxies—happens slowly at first. People don’t just cut off the king’s head. For years and even decades they gossip about him, imagine him naked and ridiculous, demote him from deity to fallible mortal (with a head, which can be cut). This is true for revolutions of all sorts. Slavery exists. And then a small group of people begin worrying among themselves about the moral blight of humans owning other humans, weighing what might be done. Their talking transforms them into a group with a purpose, abolition, and discussion eventually bubbles up into action and then into the changing of minds and, eventually, laws.

We are gripped by the moment when the crowd coalesces on the street—the adrenaline, the tear gas, the deafening chants, a policeman on horseback chasing down a lone protester or a man standing up to a tank. But if we rewind to the instant when a solid block of shared reality is first cracked, it’s usually a group of people talking. To be more specific (and to reclaim a word that Silicon Valley has turned into meaningless jargon), they are incubating. And the incubation of radical new ideas is a very distinct process with certain conditions: a tight space, lots of heat, passionate whispering, and a degree of freedom to argue and work toward a common, focused aim.

Saul Alinsky, the community organizer whose Rules for Radicals became a bible for activists, wrote that successful revolutions follow the three-act structure of a play. “The first act introduces the characters and the plot, in the second act the plot and characters are developed as the play strives to hold the audience’s attention.1 In the final act good and evil have their dramatic confrontation and resolution.” The problem with the generation of revolutionaries that Alinsky was observing from his perch at the end of the 1960s was that they were impatient. They rushed to the third act, desiring the “revelation” that comes from good defeating evil. But this shortcut was not actually a shortcut; it was “confrontation for confrontation’s sake—a flare-up and back to darkness.”

It’s in those first two acts where incubation occurs. Without the conjuring, the planning, the debating, the convincing, Alinsky knew, you might have a fantastic protest that leaves you slack-jawed but empty-handed.

Where does this kind of incubation happen today? Could it be on social media? On sites like Twitter and Facebook where a hashtag gone viral is still seen to possess subversive potential?

In our personal lives, we’ve become aware, mostly, that the platforms are good for some things and not for others. They are hyperactive. They are social in the way a loud cocktail party is, where you flit from conversation to conversation, drawn for a few minutes to someone’s crazy story or funny joke, but leave drained by the end of the evening. These are spaces built, first, to make a profit. About this, we are no longer naïve. And as hosts of our conversations, the companies who created them have privileged a certain kind of talk and limited the potential of other kinds. This is by design. And though we still see these tools as a means for connection, we know—intuitively, at this point—what forms of expression attract the likes and thumbs-ups that are the dopamine reward for taking part. We need to produce the content that triggers big feelings (and “trigger” is the word): outrage, sadness, disgust.

If social media has made us distractible, dragging us through endless streams of photos and bombastic comments, the implications for social movements shouldn’t be too hard to grasp. From the Arab Spring uprising that began in 2010 to #MeToo at the end of the decade, movements that were made on social media also shaped themselves to fit the form of these amplifiers—full-throated blasts of information meant to grab attention and emotionally satisfy but hardly built to last. Our digital conversations often feel like they are happening through megaphones—a performance devoid of any true intimacy. Our movements, those crucibles of radical change, now have this same quality.

In the weeks after Donald Trump’s inauguration, I found myself at protests nearly every weekend. Those were days when everyone I knew felt they wanted to do something, to channel the shock of his win—it wasn’t even full-on indignation yet, just shock—into some kind of civic action. I’ve never been one for demonstrations, but I was out there with my wife and daughters (who made their own signs; one said in dripping red paint, “Love Not Hate Makes America Great”). It was good to be with other people, marching through midtown Manhattan. But it also occurred to me, in a moment of cynicism or clarity, that everyone around me was incessantly posing for their camera phones. I did it too; the photos were of course meant to be shared online. I didn’t go to any more protests after those first few weeks, but the images of my daughters and their signs still live on Facebook. I had experienced Alinsky’s third act.

For all the power social media has lent to movements, allowing them to mobilize with tremendous speed and unprecedented scale—getting everyone to the square or midtown Manhattan in a matter of hours—it has also stunted them. The paradox, as Zeynep Tufekci described it in her book, Twitter and Tear Gas, is that the megaphone can bring “a full-blown moment of attention” to activists “when they have little or no shared history of facing challenges together.”2 The hard work of hammering out ideology and organizational structure, the building of a strong identity and the setting of goals, all of it can be leaped over, creating movements with all the depth and solidity of a raised-fist emoji.

What ends up getting lost—because a Twitter or Facebook really has no room for it—is incubation.

It’s not that it can’t happen on the internet. Donald Trump’s election was proof, in part, of the successful brewing of the white supremacist and misogynist underworld of the alt-right. Their views were too toxic for the mainstream, so they created their own self-enclosed universes or were forced into them, first on sites like Reddit that preserved the old intense chat room structure of the early internet and then on 4chan or 8chan or more obscure platforms like Gab. They kept jumping into deeper holes where, among themselves, they could egg one another on, entertain conspiracy theories, argue about the best way to bring their perspectives to a wider public, try out memes, and vie for leadership. Many of the story lines that were nurtured there—about invasions across borders, nefarious forces controlling wealth and the media, grievances about the emasculating effects of feminism—would eventually find their way into the culture through the president’s mouth.

This was incubation by necessity, when ideas are so noxious that we push them out of sight and then worry about how they might be fermenting unobserved. We’ve seen it with child pornography on the Dark Web and ISIS recruiting efforts, and these are the sorts of examples that jump to mind when we consider closed spaces these days. This is a shame, because in associating these secluded corners only with what is most destructive and abhorrent, we ignore their value, especially for those pro-social forces who badly need such places.

Consider Black Lives Matter, by all accounts one of the most successful movements of the past ten years. It started as a hashtag, literally, in 2013, and was followed by booms and busts—its visibility peaking after brutal (and often videotaped) instances of police violence, as it did, fiercely, in 2020.

Social media allowed activists to introduce and then reinforce for an enormous audience a narrative—the shockingly obvious one that the humanity of Black people should be taken seriously. The potential of a medium that yields such virality, that can set an agenda, cannot be overstated. It made inescapable the parts of our collective story that had been shunted away. In that summer of 2020, it was a fever, a good one, and it led people to demonstrate en masse, to put up lawn signs with the hashtag, to think and talk about race. Some symbols thought inviolable, like the stars and bars of the Confederate flag, came to be regarded as vile, almost instantaneously, by many more Americans. And then the summer ended.

There is narrative, and then there is the slow gathering of power. And Black Lives Matter activists themselves came to sense how social media hindered the latter. Where could they work out their common goals? Where could they formulate strategy and move from emotion to ideology (which in this movement spanned reform to revolution)? Where could they build to policy wins, organize to elect sympathetic lawmakers, or target protests to achieve specific, local, even wonky ends? Where could they meet for that harder task of reconfiguring and rearranging the structures that undergirded those torn-down symbols?

My first encounter with incubation came while I was researching the dissidents of the Soviet Union. Like the alt-right—and yet, of course, so unlike them—they were forced to create their own, more private spaces for communicating with one another. The state literally controlled all the means of publication, even down to registering every typewriter so a keystroke could be traced back to its owner. Samizdat was their solution. Composed on onionskin paper (sometimes up to ten or fifteen sheets typed at the same time) and passed from hand to hand, this became the dissidents’ way of building and maintaining opposition to a totalitarian state. They wrote about what they were witnessing, compiling lists of human and civil rights violations. They produced essays about what they should do and then other essays countering those points. Writing from the West was translated and circulated as well. The network formed and strengthened around this writing. It was dangerous to produce—getting caught with samizdat could frequently get you sent somewhere far to the east—but this only increased the dissidents’ level of commitment.

Out of samizdat they constructed a shadow civil society for debating and freethinking when their repressive environment made these activities impossible. For decades this continued. And when the Soviet Union finally collapsed, an event precipitated by the country’s unsustainable economic system more than anything else, an alternative idea of citizenship already existed, incubated, expressing a set of values that would soon become the norm (at least until a new authoritarianism arrived in the 2000s with Vladimir Putin). Samizdat and the ideals it kept stewing beneath the surface made it difficult for Soviet leaders, once their country was imploding, to let their people starve or run them over with tanks—the dissidents’ vision was there, preserved, and could not be easily crushed.

At the archives, whenever I touched the nearly translucent sheets of paper, felt their fragility, and stared at the matter-of-fact black type, I was struck by the efficacy of samizdat. It demanded concentration. The high risk involved in creating it meant you had to think carefully about what you wanted to say. It also allowed for an exchange. The pages themselves contained multiple voices, multiple back-and-forths, all within the borders of their greater project. Samizdat produced a private world for the dissidents. No one could enter unless they had been handed a copy. This gave them the freedom to make mistakes, try out new concepts, and fantasize about a new, more humane order. And they controlled these pages. No one else dictated the form of samizdat or limited its content. If someone had a provocative poem about Brezhnev that they wanted to disseminate or an essay about the possible upsides of capitalism, they only had to find paper and a typewriter (usually on the black market), and the network would pick it up and spread their contribution.

The medium we use for conversation molds the kinds of conversations we can have, and even sets the boundaries of our thinking. This was Marshall McLuhan’s great insight: the transition from oral to written to electronic culture brought along a shift in the way human beings processed reality, and it changed them.3 In the 1980s, Neil Postman, in his Amusing Ourselves to Death, picked up the baton from McLuhan and turned his ire on television, which he felt was adversely affecting the public discourse. “Its form excludes the content,” was his way of phrasing it; in other words, a medium was a container that could hold certain kinds of thoughts and not others.4 For him the visual immediacy of television excluded rational argument, which print had done such a good job facilitating. What he would have made of something like TikTok, we can only guess.

When it comes to social media, what is excluded and what is elevated? If we approach these now ubiquitous modes of communication with this question, it becomes evident that they are not great for allowing radical ideas to stick, to slowly cohere. And the stakes are high. Even though we now raise an eyebrow when the Silicon Valley titans say their platforms exist to “change the world,” we’ve stopped thinking of any other means through which the world can be changed. The platforms dominate. We mistakenly believe they are the equivalent of eighteenth-century coffeehouses (where democracy, fueled by caffeine and newspapers, was indeed incubated). But they are not good for that most essential first step in the process of making change; they only allow ideas to flare and return to darkness.

The history of revolutions is long, though, and full of other possibilities. How should we think about samizdat and all the other communal ways of interacting through writing that allowed oppositional opinions and identities to form—the lengthy underground stream, existing at least from the invention of movable type to the AOL chat room? What about letters and petitions and manifestos and small newspapers and zines? The great books by great men and women overshadow these subterranean outlets, but they stand just on the other side of our blurry memory of all that came before the internet, still there and still visible for the moment, an alternative way of understanding what it means for a medium to bring people together.

This book emerged out of an impulse to reclaim this untapped resource and see if it offered lessons for our frazzled twenty-first-century selves. “The marvels of communication technology in the present have produced a false consciousness about the past,” wrote Robert Darnton, the Harvard historian, “a sense that communication has no history, or had nothing of importance to consider before the days of television and the Internet.”5 Darnton himself has spent much of his career understanding how the French Revolution was incubated. In one book, he looked at how scraps of poetry deriding the monarch—passed hand to hand and pocket to pocket among students, clergymen, and clerks—helped bring about the vast changing of minds that led to the upheaval.

I wanted to return to such moments of inception, to the birth of the scientific revolution or the stirrings of anticolonialism or the genesis of third-wave feminism, and seek out the media that set up that first act. These stories may seem familiar on one level—known perhaps for their world-altering outcomes—but each contains an insight about what helps radical ideas come into being. We will bear down on this element in these histories, zoom in on the inkpot sitting on the writing desk of a seventeenth-century aristocrat, the steam drifting up from a printing press in 1930s Accra, the scissors and glue stick in a teenage girl’s bedroom in the 1990s. The stories are particular, but layered on top of each other, they become a sort of palimpsest through which, peeking out, we can see patterns, and even something like truths, about what allowed the most threatening, liberating concepts to grow.

These pre-digital forms of communication demanded patience. Because they took time to produce and time to transmit from one person to another, they slowed things down, favoring an incremental accumulation of knowledge and connection. They also lent coherence, a way for scattered ideologies and feelings to be shaped into a single compellingly new perspective. Those who joined such conversations, ones that were deliberate and perhaps more labor-intensive to produce, gained a firmer sense of identity and solidarity, which in turn freed them up to imagine how they might order the world differently. Along with imagining came arguing, refining, and moving toward shared objectives. These were media that provided focus—that permitted people to take their dissatisfaction with a current set of rules and conventions and whittle it down into a spearhead. And, maybe most important, the activists and dissidents and thinkers who used these tools were in control of them. They created the platforms—and by creating them, they could set their parameters and make sure they served their ends.

Onto these histories, I’ll add more layers from our very recent past, from the movements we’ve seen with our own eyes or scrolled past online, of young Egyptian revolutionaries and torch-wielding white supremacists. A medium that moves fast, reaching across vast networks, privileging the public and the performative, taking in constant and varied flows of information, and stringing us through emotional highs and lows, will always be good for spreading ideas quickly and widely. But the contrast with forms of communication that refine and actually allow for the emergence of those ideas will, I think, appear quite stark. Things should look different after we’ve walked all the way from the seventeenth century.

Once we’re equipped with the knowledge of what is needed, the next question, naturally, is how we find it today within the confines of our online lives. There is no switching out the internet. But we can better appreciate those digital containers we use and acknowledge what they exclude. And where we do come upon the intense heat of incubation, we shouldn’t assume it serves only dark purposes. History, as we’ll see, tells us otherwise. Those first and second acts, in the quiet when revolutions are only impassioned conversations among the aggrieved and dreaming, are also where progressive change begins. We need to discover or create anew the stages on which those acts can unfold. Otherwise we risk a future in which the possibility of new realities, of alternative ways to live together in society, will remain just beyond our grasp.




CHAPTER 1

Patience

AIX-EN-PROVENCE, 1635

IT IS FOUR in the morning and the moon is full. Along with a steady rain, a yellowish light falls on a handful of bustling men standing on the rooftop of an aristocrat’s house, measuring and recording. A local priest and a bookbinder are among them, taking turns looking up at the night sky through a long brass telescope, while another group is frantically working the lever of an enormous quadrant, gauging the altitude of various stars. In one corner, a paragon of calm, sits an artist with his sketchbook and charcoal, drawing the moon as a shadow begins to smudge it. The eclipse is finally starting.

The conductor of all this activity is late, but he’s slowly making his way up a stepladder, groaning. His stomach is burning, as it always seems to be, and his eyesight is so poor he can see only a few feet in front of him. Yet he refuses help. This is Nicolas-Claude Fabri de Peiresc, master of this house, natural philosopher, and, most important, a connector of Europe’s greatest minds. In this instant, he is also a sickly old man who has been waiting for the past two decades for this very moment.

He can’t really enjoy it, though. Peiresc is not someone to relish a realized dream.1 He is all self-discipline, even down to his food and clothes. He never wears silk. If he drinks wine, it is white and heavily watered down. The only food he allows himself in excess are melons, and even these he argues have health benefits. He is filled with doubt about this ambitious experiment. It involves dozens of amateur participants, hundreds of miles apart, simultaneously observing a celestial phenomenon and accurately recording what they see. He has enlisted each one himself, corresponding with them over months, moving them past their apprehensions and insecurities, convincing them of the importance of their larger purpose: to collect data that, when gathered, will offer a correct measure of longitude. If it works, they’ll be redrawing the map of the known world.

But failure seems likely, even to him. The proof comes through his spyglass. Peiresc had instructed three local men to climb a nearby hill outside Aix-en-Provence to log the night’s events. They were to signal their arrival by lighting a fire. As the eclipse progresses, he looks over and sees not even the slightest flicker in the distance.

His mind goes to all the other observers. There is Father Michelange de Nantes on a rocky summit in Syria; a diplomat, François Galaup de Chasteuil, in Lebanon; another missionary, Agathange de Vendôme, in Egypt; Thomas d’Arcos, a former captive of Barbary pirates turned Muslim convert, in Tunis; and on the Continent, an array of scholarly friends in Italy, France, Germany, and the Netherlands. A Jesuit priest in Quebec is even taking part. What if they too fail to show up?

Later that morning in his overstuffed study, layered in crimson rugs and somber oil paintings, Peiresc turns to the activity that sustains him, even in dark moments: he writes a letter. As often in his solitary life, quill, ink, paper, and some quiet allow him to reenter an ongoing exchange with his dozens of friends, many of whom he has never met and will never meet in person. He enumerates his reasons for anxiety to Pierre Gassendi, the scholar-priest who is one of his main collaborators. The night was too cloudy. His team was not ready. Because of their “haste,” his group on the roof had even “looked at the wrong side of the quadrant to take the numbers.”2 And as for the men on the hill, he has since learned what happened: “The rain came, and frightened by thunder and lightning, they retreated to a hermitage without having the courage or inclination to return to indicate at least the setting of the moon.”3 The venting continues, he dips his quill and scratches the words onto yellowed paper. “All the preparation was in vain.”4

THE PRINTING PRESS, not even two hundred years old then, is seen today as the revolutionary medium of Peiresc’s era. The ability to reproduce pamphlets and books made it possible for a dissident priest like Martin Luther to broadcast his opinions and quickly gain a following, each printed text a whisper into the ear of a potential convert. But the post offered a quieter revolution. For hundreds of years, letters were an advanced technology. They were the first instance of thought traveling distance, disassociated bodily from thinker. But from Cicero until the early modern period, they moved from one place to another so slowly and so erratically that they often read more like alternating speeches than the volley of a conversation. This changed in Peiresc’s time once the post became fast and relatively reliable. The possibility of regular correspondence now allowed for collaboration, for theories to be shared and disputed. For the slow accretion of knowledge that comes from the friction of two people trading ideas and observations.

For Peiresc, letters were units of intellectual exchange. Sitting in his study like a contented spider in the middle of an expansive web, he wrote and dictated about ten a day. They were also his only legacy, which is part of the reason his name is lost to us. He published no books, but when he died, two years after the eclipse, he left behind 100,000 pieces of paper in the form of dispatches, memoranda, and reading notes, which represented his life’s work.5

These were thoughts in process. Letters were good for teasing out concepts, which made them especially valuable to a man who spent his life testing established dogma. The seventeenth century was not a time to do that in one giant leap—not unless you wanted to end up like Giordano Bruno.6 Only three decades before, the Italian Dominican friar had been stripped, tied to a stake, and burned alive on the Campo de’ Fiori in Rome for suggesting that our planet might not occupy the center of the universe. Others could take these risks, blast trumpets if they wanted. That wasn’t Peiresc’s approach. His ego wasn’t immune to the desire to have a book to his name, and he had plans for many. But mostly out of caution, and also because he was so restless, letters became his mastered form.

This eclipse experiment, though elegant in his own mind, stretched the power of letters to its limit. He was attempting a group observation among scattered correspondents who had never so much as bothered to wonder about the moon before, or even what longitude meant. Peiresc had spent hundreds of hours writing to them—countless pages of instructions, sent along with diagrams and crude measuring instruments. He believed that the mechanics of the natural world would be grasped cumulatively, over generations, a process of verification and correction and further verification. “The brevity of human life does not allow that one person alone is sufficient; it is necessary to adopt the observations of a good number of others from the past centuries and future ones to clarify that which fits better,” he once wrote.7 But still, when it came to the most far-flung of his collaborators, geographically and intellectually, it was an agonizing task just coaxing them to practice proper notation, let alone to trust the authority of their own eyes.

THE ECLIPSE ITSELF was not the point. It was only a marker of time—a giant clock in the sky, visible from everywhere. But Peiresc hoped this clock would help him complete at last one of his many, many lifelong projects, a partial list of which included an investigation of ancient weights and measures, a study of the Roman calendar of 354 (whose oldest surviving copy he had in his study), a catalog of gemstones that he and the Flemish painter Peter Paul Rubens had been compiling together, the publication of all the Samaritan versions of the Pentateuch in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Arabic, and an exhaustive history of Provence.8 But it was the longitude project that was perhaps his most idiosyncratic endeavor. For one thing, it was ambitious; there was no way he could do it alone. But also, his obsession with longitude had a particularly practical purpose: to calculate the length and width of the Mediterranean Sea.

He loved that body of water and anything to do with the people and cultures that encircled it. No detail was uninteresting to him. On the rare occasions when he left Aix, it was to visit the port of Marseille. There he would take in the salt air and all the humanity marching down the wooden docks. He was as curious about the customs of the Muslims, Samaritans, and Eastern Christians as he was about the ancient Greeks. He once heard the singing of galley slaves on a docked ship, and he found a musician to help him transcribe the tune into musical notation so he could capture the song of the “black Moor.” But for Peiresc and everyone else, the sea’s exact dimensions had remained elusive. For generations, sailors had been poorly navigating from the Strait of Gibraltar around the Cyclades and to the coast of the Ottoman Empire with little more than an inherited familiarity with the coastline, an astrolabe, and fifteen-hundred-year-old drawings.

For accuracy, longitude was needed, but calculating it had evaded astronomers and cartographers for so long that in 1598 Philip III of Spain even offered a perpetual pension to anyone who could figure it out.9 The problem was logistical. Though latitude could be gauged by measuring the height of the noonday sun, longitude required simultaneous observation—people in at least two different locations watching some fixed phenomenon in the sky and marking precisely when they had each seen it. The difference in time, Peiresc explained in one letter, “was equal to the difference in longitude.”10

Peiresc first imagined such an orchestra of observation in 1610 when he was thirty and had just finished reading Galileo Galilei’s sensational Sidereus nuncius, in which the astronomer detailed his telescopic discoveries, including his sighting of the four moons of Jupiter. The book offered concrete proof that other forces were at work in the universe and that Earth might not be so central; after all, the moons orbited around Jupiter with little regard for us. Peiresc was as astonished as the rest of Europe’s intellectual class, but what caught his attention was the usefulness of these distant moons. He began to record and chart their revolutions every night on homemade graph paper until he was able to predict their movements (the satellites, he soon wrote, were “exactly where our calculations placed them in completing their orbits”).11 The moons could serve as the celestial clock he needed for his longitude project. He hurriedly sent out his young assistant on a voyage across the Mediterranean, from Marseille to the Lebanese coastal town of Tripoli, stopping at the islands of Malta and Cyprus. In each location, he was to observe Jupiter and its moons, and Peiresc would do the same in Aix. In theory, comparing their data would give them the exact longitudinal location of each of his assistant’s stops. But this first attempt failed miserably. Telescopes were then too new and imprecise to capture the necessary detail. That, and the young man was none too pleased to be on this trip. In his very first letter from “overseas,” he wrote to Peiresc, “If God graces me to return to our house, the sea will never again have me as its subject.”12

A quarter century had passed, and Peiresc still dreamed of calculating longitude by having many people stare up at the sky at once on the same night. But over time he had switched to Earth’s moon as a more visible reference point—and the notion of observing the phases of an eclipse through a telescope. Now, at fifty-five, he was finally in a position to make such a collective experiment happen.

Born to a family of magistrates and minor landowners in southeast France, Peiresc had spent his life collecting correspondents. First as a law student and in his travels to England, the Netherlands, and Italy (where he met Galileo after a mathematics lecture in Padua), and then even after he returned to Aix-en-Provence to take up a position in the parliament of Provence, he never stopped expanding his web of connections.13 He had linked up and become, over time, a leading citizen of the self-proclaimed Republic of Letters, the network of dozens and dozens of university scholars, learned aristocrats, and clergy spread throughout Europe. Together, they were exploring the era’s newfound mysteries—astronomical, microscopic, and geographic.

The Republic was a collaborative venture that resembled the editorial board of a scientific journal (before such publications, and the notion of science as we know it, really existed) and was maintained through a patchwork of letters. The correspondents wrote to one another about their various tinkerings, floated theories, and sealed relationships by sharing fossils or anatomical drawings. Certain qualities of what would come to characterize the scientific community first took shape through these missives. It was “a laboratory in which ideas about civility were elaborated and lived,” wrote Peter Miller, one of the few academics who has studied Peiresc’s letters.14 And each individual letter, as another historian described it, was “a substitute for gentlemanly conversation,” which enabled the writer “to produce intimacy and immediacy at a distance, without alienating the correspondent with argument.”15 The letter writers embarked together on a project of seeking objective truth, and they acted as clearinghouses for one another, checking theories and exchanging information. The letter as a conveyor of voice, calibrated to express politeness and friendship, proved a particularly useful form for this joint research. And Peiresc always got the tone right. He was charming and generous, and he evinced a genuine curiosity about the discoveries of others.

A Republic of Letters had existed in some form since the Renaissance, a revival of a classical concept that originated with Cicero. But it really took off during the Reformation and the resulting religious wars that convulsed Europe from 1500 to 1700. Travel during these conflicts became dangerous for scholars. And with most universities co-opted by one warring sect or another, the Republic became a secular institution of learning, above the fray. Peiresc and others treated it almost like a cult, excited by the sense that they were producing knowledge in a kind of relay and passing it from one generation to the next. As René Descartes, the French philosopher and contemporary of Peiresc’s, wrote, “With the later persons beginning where the earlier ones left off, and thereby linking the lives and the work of many people, we can all go forward together much further than each person individually would be able to do.”16

A glimpse into Peiresc’s study in Aix would show just how much energy existed in the Republic and how eclectic its interests. The letters arrived at his town house in a constant flow, often multiple times a day, with the envelopes sometimes emanating the sickly sweet smell of vinegar, a disinfectant against the plague. Collect, observe, and compare. This was the ethic that guided the practice of the Republic’s members, many of whom, like Peiresc, were antiquaries, possessors of cabinets of curiosities. There was the massive library of printed books, leather bound, on his shelves, loose-leaf manuscripts everywhere, next to ancient vessels and engraved gems. There were embryos preserved in jars and detailed drawings of both the real and the bizarre riches of nature—from bulbous mushrooms to hippopotamus skin. Sometimes a large object dominated his study, a mummy or an elephant’s tusk. Drawers were filled with medals and coins going back through the centuries; there were seventeen thousand pieces in that collection upon his death. A quality of gift giving characterized the enterprise. At his feet and lazying about amid all this ephemera were the fluffy white-furred and blue-eyed Angora kittens that he loved to breed but was willing to part with if it meant he might add a precious piece to his cabinet (“If it were useful to promise one of the kittens in order to get the vase of Vivot, do not hesitate to commit yourself”).17 His interests extended outside, as well.18 He had vast orchards where he grew more than twenty species of citron and sixty varieties of apple. He grafted olive trees and made wine from the malvoisie grapes that were plentiful on his family’s country estate.

Living at this moment, before scholarship developed into a specialized pursuit reserved for professionals, an amateur polymath like Peiresc went anywhere his curiosity took him—botany, zoology, numerology, and, of course, astronomy. The mechanics of everything—how a heart beat, how a flower reproduced, how a comet streaked across the sky—had to be examined. Even the fantastical: Peiresc took seriously reports of a man with a bush growing out of his stomach, a town in which every citizen claimed to be possessed by the devil, and a Frenchwoman supposedly pregnant for twenty-three months. Nor did he scoff at sightings of monstrous hydra-headed animals or giants.19 Why should he when news of strange and beautiful creatures like the long-necked horse known as a giraffe and the elegant, slender-limbed pink flamingo had turned out to be true? Peiresc wrote that because he had seen such marvels that he would have never previously believed, he tried “to neglect nothing until experience opens the way for us to pure truth.”20

This single-minded devotion to questioning the nature of everything was such that Peiresc chose consciously to have an ascetic life. When his father found him a good match for marriage, the daughter of the president of the Chambre des Comptes of Provence, Peiresc explained that he “could not care for a wife and children and be free to follow my studies and patronize learned men.”21 He remained a bachelor his whole life.

But he was not alone in his intellectual pursuits. He wrote letters all day long (mostly in French and Italian and sometimes in Latin), and he could rely on an increasingly predictable and secure system to get them to their destinations. A letter from Aix to Paris took about a week, to Rome about two weeks, and to North Africa six weeks. And the routes were becoming more dependable, regular enough that he referred to letters to Paris as sent “par le Parisien”; the Avignon–Rome courier was simply “l’ordinaire.”22

These letters functioned as more than simply one-to-one communications. They were like messages carried along a stream with many tributaries—often copied and passed to readers beyond the originally intended addressee or read aloud at scholarly gatherings. This annotated excerpt from one of Peiresc’s letters in 1635 shows just how far they could travel: “I opened a letter that Mr.23 Diodati [Paris] sent you, which included one that Mr. Schickard [Tübingen] wrote to Bernegger [printer in Strasbourg], asking him to send you his observations of the eclipse. I showed it to Gaultier [Aix] and asked Garrat [Agarrat, Peiresc’s secretary] to have him [Gaultier] compare it with your observation. I used the same channel to send a second letter from Galileo, the original of which I had sent to Diodati and the copy of another letter from Galileo that Rossi [Galileo’s relative in Lyons] sent.”

It was to all these friends and collaborators in the Republic that Peiresc turned for help when he decided to rededicate himself to the longitude project. In early 1628 he organized a smaller recording of an eclipse—with just himself on his roof and friends in a village near Aix and in Paris—and this time the method worked. The measurements were “precise” despite, he quipped, “the barbarism and uncouthness in our poor country.”24 Using the gathered data, he could correct the difference in longitude between Paris and Aix, which was then off by more than two degrees.

But he wanted more. His sights were still set on measuring just how far and wide the Mediterranean Sea stretched. The search was on for another lunar eclipse, and when he discovered that one would occur on the night of August 28, 1635, Peiresc got to work. To gather the observations he needed, he would reach beyond the cerebral confines of the Republic of Letters, to individuals stationed at the extreme edge of the map. Their value was their geographic location. But before he could recruit them, he would have to convince them. They would, in some cases, be taking an enormous risk.

REDRAWING A MAP might sound like a mundane cause upon which to concentrate such intense attention, but the letters tell a different story. Peiresc had to gently pull these potential observers toward a new relationship with nature, one not at all familiar or safe. Letters turned out to be quite useful in this conversion process. The medium was a conduit for slow thinking. Letters acted like oil in the gears of idea production: the throat-clearing pleasantries, the lines upon lines where a mind could wander, an informality that didn’t demand definitiveness yet gave space for argument to build lightly. These were the qualities that made letters so critical to the community of proto-scientists. But they also worked well for introducing a new worldview. The ruminative aspect of letters, the embedded patience of them, avoided what might otherwise feel like the locked-horn confrontation of one system of truth trying to overtake another.

Peiresc began by probing for possible participants. When two Portuguese traders in precious stones passed through Aix on their way to sail to India, he checked to see if perhaps they knew of some learned Westerner, Jew or Christian, in those foreign parts who could take measurements during an eclipse, whether lunar or solar, and send them back to him.25 Potential contacts were then vetted by Peiresc. Were they serious and dependable enough? Did they have the fundamental math skills to calculate distance? His letters are full of these urgent questions. When he learns, two months before the eclipse, of a new bishop named Isaac living in the foothills of Mount Lebanon, Peiresc writes to a third party to get any information he can about this interestingly situated man. He wanted to have “all the instructions you could provide concerning the age, country, good manners, and teaching of the bishop Isaac, in what place you have come to know him, and especially, of the knowledge that he might have of Arabic, Latin, and other languages.26 And if he has interests more curious than common, and where he obtained his title of bishop …”

In early 1635, Peiresc began a correspondence with Father Celestin de St. Lidwine, who was living in a Carmelite monastery in Aleppo. Peiresc’s first letters are typical, giving Celestin a sense of his own interests. “If you would encounter, by chance, whether among the Greek monks or the dervishes, some book on music, a little old, not only in Greek, but in Arabic or other oriental languages, principally of those where might be preserved some notes of ancient music, I would willingly employ my money.”27 Very soon, he is also trying to persuade Celestin to join the longitude project, promising that even one good set of observations could help yield the real distances between places and “an infinity of other great things praiseworthy in our century and to posterity.” He also suggests that Celestin might involve local astronomers in the project, offering to make his own data available to them, “to give them pleasure in the comparison with ours.”

But the biggest challenge before him was that educated men in these distant places were often devoutly religious. They were missionaries or solitary monks. And they were, by their very nature, resistant to such an enterprise. To interrogate the natural world on one’s own—or worse, as a group—was a threat to the Catholic Church. This was especially true when it came to phenomena like comets or eclipses. The church’s pared-down vision of Earth sitting immovable at the center of the universe was frequently complicated by these streaking events above one’s head. Even curiosity seemed, at some level, suspect. Though Europe had experienced the Renaissance and Reformation, both of which elevated subjectivity and individual will, this was a church that demanded deference to doctrine, with Saint Augustine’s fifth-century dictum still standing: “It is not necessary to probe into the nature of things as was done by the Greeks.28 … It is enough for the Christian to believe that the only cause of all created things, whether heavenly or earthly, whether visible or invisible, is the goodness of the Creator, the one true God.”

If this unease about the meddling of natural philosophy was not enough, there was also the cautionary tale of Galileo. One of the most famous men in Europe, at sixty-nine he had recently been forced to his knees before the Inquisition and made to denounce in front of ten cardinals his “errors and heresies,” which he now promised to “abjure, curse, and detest” then and forevermore. His crime had been the writing of a book that argued forcefully (and in a way that seemed to mock the pope as a simpleminded idiot) that the church’s static and geocentric view of the universe was wrong. Galileo’s book Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems was denounced and banned as blasphemous, and he was sentenced to house arrest for the remainder of his days. But the church’s ire made the entire Republic of Letters shudder. Descartes, receiving the news in Protestant Holland, wrote to a friend in Paris that he might now need to “suppress” the publication of his own book The World, which would further elaborate on Earth’s revolutions around the sun.29

Peiresc had always looked to Galileo with awe and no small measure of envy, and he learned of his persecution with sadness. “Poor Galileo had to declare solemnly that he did not support the opinion that the earth moved, yet in his dialogue he used strong reasons to support it,” he wrote in one letter following the verdict.30 But the main lesson he took away from this episode, coming after a lifetime in which both men had pursued very different paths toward the same ends, was that it was better to work incrementally and quietly. Peiresc managed to stay within the good graces of the church while also engaging with the intellectuals who questioned its most treasured precepts. If ever forced to defend himself, he could respond that he and his correspondents were simply exploring divine creation in all its manifestations. He trusted that even the church would eventually change its dogmatic approach. There were members of the Vatican hierarchy who discreetly corresponded from time to time with the natural philosophers of the Republic of Letters, covertly welcoming new discoveries even if tradition kept them from saying so openly. By pushing toward the outer limits of acceptable speculation, Galileo had exploded the old ways of thinking, and it’s his name we remember today, not Peiresc’s. But the patient antiquary had another approach—the hushed, discursive conversation of a letter versus the loud declaration of a book—one he thought preferable not only because it avoided certain risk but because of the collective insights it yielded, albeit “carefully and over time.”31

This cautious nature was on full display when Peiresc appealed to the powerful cardinal Francesco Barberini, a nephew of the pope’s, to lessen Galileo’s sentence. Peiresc knew that Barberini, though a pious upholder of his uncle’s rule (he had personally sat in judgment of Galileo), was drawn to natural philosophy. To strengthen their bond, Peiresc would even send the cardinal the occasional rare specimen—he had once even passed along a gazelle, small and brown with sharp ribbed horns, which he himself had received from a North African correspondent who compared it to a unicorn.32 “Fragility is sometimes worthy of excuse and forgiveness,” Peiresc pleaded in Galileo’s defense.33 He tried to downplay the Dialogue as a lighthearted, almost comic, juggling of abstractions and not the clever indictment of the church that it most certainly was. When Barberini ignored his plea, Peiresc wrote again, intensifying his argument. The punishment of Galileo would one day seem as wrongheaded as what was inflicted on Socrates by Athens, “so much reproached by other nations and by the very descendants of those who caused him so much trouble.”34 Peiresc was never anything but obsequious in his approach (“I stoop before you with the greatest submission of which I am capable,” he began), but he couldn’t and didn’t hide that Galileo, in his eyes, was a mistreated genius. The arguments and gifts like the gazelle seemed to have an effect. The astronomer was granted his request to transfer his house arrest to Florence, and he thanked Peiresc profusely, describing his intervention as an “undertaking where so many others who recognize my innocence have remained silent.”35

When the men of the cloth resisted Peiresc’s entreaties to join his experiment, he approached them in a similar spirit. He didn’t shy away from engaging them in an exchange about Christianity and what it allowed. For him, there was little internal conflict. Natural philosophy was simply the process of uncovering more of God’s glory. The church shouldn’t resist these discoveries but rather expand in order to include them. It should delight in these new wonders and see in them a reason for increased faith. “The book of nature is the book of books, and there is nothing so conclusive as the observation of things,” Peiresc wrote to Father Celestin in April 1635, four months before the eclipse.36

He also appealed to practicality, as he did with another Capuchin missionary based in Aleppo, Michelange de Nantes. When the priest voiced theological concern, Peiresc responded that looking through a telescope would “not be injurious to your pious and charitable conquest of souls.37 On the contrary, this could one day serve as a lure to attract others to follow your example.” He also stressed that his astronomical work could help in establishing a more accurate church calendar. For those still wary, he could point to the support of powerful cardinals who had ordered observations in Italy and the Levant and specifically directed priests and astronomers in Rome, Padua, and Naples to prepare their telescopes and abide by Peiresc’s requests.

Encouraging their participation was only the first step. Peiresc still had to teach them how exactly to carry out a methodical observation. If he was going to trust their findings, he had to put some standards in place; this thinking, too, was an innovation of the age. He needed to guide them on how to hold their bodies when looking through a telescope, how to verify evidence. The lessons came in different forms. For those who passed through Aix, Peiresc was slowly setting up what would eventually be known as the École Provençale, a veritable training program for aspiring amateur astronomers.38 He had already built a simple observatory on his roof. Those who couldn’t make it there or were already stationed abroad were sent detailed instruction manuals.

In one May 1635 letter to Father Agathange de Vendôme, who would be viewing the eclipse from Cairo, Peiresc was quite explicit about where and how to observe: “You must try to view from above the pyramids or some other elevated site, in order to see the sun rise on the horizon, and to note the progression of the eclipse.39 But you should not simply trust the naked eye. You must use the telescope … because with the naked eye, the illuminated moon appears larger than it is in fact, and as a result, the eclipsed part smaller.” Father Agathange would have to use a quadrant to take measurements of fixed stars and of the height of the sun at noon (for latitude), and it was best to do this, Peiresc wrote, the day before. The priest would need to be exacting about how he marked time, either with a well-calibrated clock or, better yet, by checking the position of the stars.

As it turned out, Agathange was not a quick study, and upon reading his disorganized report on the eclipse, Peiresc decided that he would have to better prepare him for the next one. In a letter, in which he managed to keep his annoyance just barely at bay, Peiresc wrote that he would be sending a new set of instructions.40

One of Peiresc’s more unusual eclipse observers was Thomas d’Arcos, a former secretary to a cardinal who had been taken captive by pirates and brought to Tunis, where he had been living as a slave for five years when Peiresc first contacted him in 1630. D’Arcos immediately attracted Peiresc’s attention by describing how he had seen the bones of a giant, touched them with his own hands.41 Always on the lookout for curiosities, Peiresc was intrigued and wrote back offering to help gain d’Arcos’s release and even involve high officials, up to the French king, if it proved necessary. By the time Peiresc’s offer arrived, d’Arcos had managed to secure his own freedom, though he remained in Tunis and even converted to Islam a few years later, changing his name from Thomas to Osman.

D’Arcos would often send Peiresc mysterious material objects that were the subject of local folklore, and the natural philosopher took it as his job to demystify them. One exchange involved a strangely shaped stone that the Moors claimed contained the soul of a past emperor trapped inside. Peiresc examined it closely and wrote back that it was simply a fossilized sea urchin. D’Arcos wrote again, insisting that if the stone was washed in blood, the voice of the condemned emperor would sound. The letters usually had this dynamic: d’Arcos providing the local myths or “musings” and Peiresc searching for the verifiable. The giant, whose teeth (each weighing three and a half pounds) d’Arcos sent to Aix, turned out to be, upon Peiresc’s close inspection, the remains of a long-extinct North African elephant.

Many items made their way across the Mediterranean. From d’Arcos came bejeweled dagger handles, live chameleons, and coins from ancient Carthage, and from Peiresc, barrels of wine, requests for specific Arabic books, and, eventually, thirty-five hundred words on the longitude project and how d’Arcos could participate.

Peiresc’s obsession with observing the eclipse then dominated the correspondence, with a constant flow of lessons coming from Aix. Like the folklore and myth that Peiresc debunked, this was also a chance to nudge d’Arcos, a kindred if lost spirit, toward thinking like a natural philosopher. Peiresc wanted to station him in Carthage, believing the historic site would be an auspicious location. When d’Arcos failed to collect any data for an eclipse of March 3, 1635—a trial run for the August eclipse—complaining that his gout prevented him from taking part, Peiresc responded with irritation, asking that he do everything to observe the next one, which would begin “around 2:30 after midnight.”42 Two weeks later, Peiresc wrote again, and his detailed explanation offers a hint of the type of instruction he was pressing on the other missionaries: “Since the last letter written in haste on the subject of the eclipse … I took it upon myself to send you in any case a small quadrant of cardboard that you can stick on a piece of wood or on stronger cardboard and raise the two sights that lay flat in order to bring them at a right angle to the plane of the instrument.”43 And on and on he went. “Take the height of the top or bottom of the edge of the moon when you observe the beginning
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