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GETTING SCIENCE STARTED: THE PHILOSOPHICAL TRANSACTIONS AND THE JOURNAL DES SÇAVANS
Abstract
The Journal des Sçavans and the Philosophical Transactions were both founded in 1665, and are still in existence today. The Philosophical Transactions was edited and owned by Henry Oldenburg, while the Journal des Sçavans was founded by Denis de Sallo. Although the Académie Royale des Sciences was founded less than two years later, its Mémoires for this period were not published until well into the eighteenth century. The declared intentions of the Journal des Sçavans were to publish book reviews, obituaries, scientific reports and law reports; the Philosophical Transactions intended to cover a narrower, "more philosophical" range. Study of the contents of early issues shows this to be the case. The very first issue of the Journal des Sçavans is basically made up of book reviews, while the contents of the first issue of the Philosophical Transactions reads more like a scientific newsletter.

1. Introduction

The year 1665 was an important one for the history of science. That year saw the founding of both the Philosophical Transactions in England and the Journal des Sçavans in France. Both of these are still in existence almost three and a half centuries later. In reading some of the literature one might be in some doubt as to which was first in the field. According to Rossi:

The first strictly scientific European journal, the Philosophical Transactions, was founded in 1665 by Henry Oldenberg … (Rossi 2000: 202)

On the other hand, Vittu tells us:

Le Journal des Sçavans est sans conteste le plus ancien périodique destiné aux lettres et aux scientifiques et, cas unique, il a conservé son titre originel au long d'une publication presque ininterrompue depuis 1665 (Vittu 2002a: 179)

In fact everything turns on the word "strictly" in Rossi's claim, since the Journal des Sçavans was indeed the first to appear. It did however, as will be shown, cover a wider range than what would now be classed as "strictly scientific". The first issue of the Journal des Sçavans appeared on 5 January 1665. It was presented to the Royal Society by Henry Oldenburg, the secretary who dealt with all the correspondence, on 11 January, only six days later. One might notice in passing the surprising rapidity with which it was possible to get a document from Paris to London in the late seventeenth century (Vittu 2002b, Valle 1999). In this article1 I shall discuss the historical background of these two journals; I shall then consider the differences in scope, particularly in relation to the genres of the items published, with particular reference to the very first issue of each, as the starting point from which they developed.

2. The Philosophical Transactions
The Philosophical Transactions was ordered by the Royal Society, but was not financed by it. It was under the editorship and personal ownership of Henry Oldenburg. This situation led to a certain confusion. Many people believed, with some reason, that it was the official organ of the Royal Society; however this obscured the fact, much to Oldenburg's annoyance, that it was very much his personal venture (Hall 2002, Valle 1999, Atkinson 1999). As correspondence secretary of the Royal Society, part of Oldenburg's role was to read letters received by the Royal Society at their meetings; in addition, he was required to inform those who were not present of the content of the letters received. Consequently printing some sort of newsletter must have seemed a useful way of getting round the arduous task of writing multiple copies of letters (Kronick 1962). At the same time, Oldenburg had already become the hub of a network of international scientific correspondence, and it is known that he was looking for some way of making money from this situation. Unlike most members of the Royal Society, who were wealthy gentlemen scientists, or virtuosi, he did not have a private fortune, and making ends meet was for him a major problem for many years (Hall 2002).
From its inception in 1665, the Philosophical Transactions were published more or less regularly until 1679. From 1679 to 1682, Hooke, who had not got on well with Oldenburg in his later years, abandoned the Philosophical Transactions in favour of his own new journal, which was in fact very similar, called the Philosophical Collections. It reverted to the original name at the end of this short period. It then continued, with only a short interruption in the years 1687-1690 right up to the present day. From 1832 onwards the Proceedings of the Royal Society were published in parallel. In 1887, the Philosophical Transactions was split into the Series A dealing with mathematics and physics, and the Series B dealing with the biological sciences. The Proceedings followed suit, dividing into a Series A and a Series B, in 1905. Shorter articles (up to 24 pages) were published in the Proceedings. A major change was made in 1997: from that date primary research is published in the Proceedings, and the Philosophical Transactions publishes reviews and state of the art articles (Atkinson 1999).
3. The Journal des Sçavans
The Journal des Sçavans was founded by Denis de Sallo, with the patronage of Colbert. However he did so using the pseudonym of Monsieur de Hedoville, which is thought to have been the name of his valet de chambre. It was published using the spelling Sçavans from 1665 to 1697; it then changed to the spelling Savans, from 1697 to 1701, when it reverted to Sçavans. The use of the form Sçavans was based on the incorrect belief that savoir was derived from the Latin verb scire, when in fact it is derived from sapere. The journal was suppressed in 1792, but resurrected in 1816 by the Institut de France. In 1908 it was taken over by the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres (Morgan 1928, Lyons 1944, Kronick 1991).
4. The Académie Royale des Sciences
The situation in France is complicated by the arrival on the scene of the Académie Royale des Sciences, which was founded in 1666, almost two years after the first issue of the Journal des Sçavans appeared (Gauja 1967). This was a royal institution and was royally funded by the monarchy:

[The Académie Royale des Sciences was] the largest, best supported, and most renowned scientific institution … of the age (McClellan 2001: 7)

The Royal Society, in contrast, received no public funding; on the contrary, it depended on the subscriptions of its members, hence the importance of wealthy amateurs, or virtuosi, as members. Their financial contribution was essential to the Royal Society, even in the case of those whose scientific contribution was mediocre. The Académie Royale suffered from no such drawbacks:
In contrast to the Royal Society, the Académie Royale was closer to what we think of today as a government-funded research institute. Science was the principal occupation of its members, who lived and worked together in Paris under the patronage of Louis XIV … (Gross et al. 2002: 32)

5. The intended scope of the journals

The intended scope of the Journal des Sçavans was set out in a text headed L'imprimeur au lecteur, of which the following is an extract:
Le dessein de ce iournal estant de faire sçauoir ce qui se passe de nouveau dans la Republique des lettres, il est composé,

Premierement d'vn Catalogue exact des principaux liures qui s'imprimeront dans l'Europe. Et on ne se contentera pas de donner les simples titres, comme ont fait iusques à present la pluspart des Bibliographes : mais de plus on dira dequoy ile traitent, & à quoy ils peuuent estre vtiles.

Secondement, quand il viendra à mourir quelque personne celebre par sa doctrine & par ses ouurages, on en fera l'Eloge, & on donnera vn Catalogue de ce qu'il aura mis au jour, avec les principales circonstances de sa vie.

En troisième lieu on fera sçavoir les experiences de Physique & de Chymie, qui peuuent seruir à expliquer les effets de la Nature : les nouuelles descouuertes qui se font dans les Arts & dans les Sciences, comme les machines & les inventions vtiles ou curieuses que peuuent fournir les Mathematiques : les obseruations du Ciel, celles des Meteores, & ce que l'Antatomie pourra trouuer de nouueau dans les animaux. 

En quatriesme lieu, les principales decisions des Tribunaux Seculiers & Ecclesiastiques, les censures de Sorbonne & des autres Vniuersitez, tant de ce Royaume que des Pays estrangers.

Enfin, on taschera de faire en sorte qu'il ne se passe rien dans l'Europe digne de la curiosité des Gens de lettres, qu'on ne puisse apprendre par ce Iournal. (Journal des Sçavans 1665)

So the main things that Denis de Sallo intended to publish in his journal can be summarized as book reviews, obituaries, scientific reports, and law reports.

The Philosophical Transactions, on the other hand, set out with the intention of covering a rather narrow range of subjects. In the introduction to the first issue it says:

… it is therefore thought fit to employ the Press, as the most proper way to gratifie those, whose engagement in such Studies, and delight in the advancement of Learning and profitable Discoveries, doth entitle them to the knowledge of what this Kingdom, or other parts of the World, do, from time to time afford, as well of the progress of the Studies, Labours, and attempts of the Curious and learned in things of this kind, as of their compleat Discoveries and performances … (Philosophical Transactions, 6 March 1665)

This greater concentration on scientific topics would probably have been there in any case, but it may have been reinforced by the experience of de Sallo in the early issues of the Journal des Sçavans. He annoyed some with the trenchant criticism of his reviews, and perhaps more importantly, he aggravated many in the Church by his praise of some who had been condemned by Rome, and by his support of the Gallican movement, which favoured a French church independent of Rome. He even went so far as to mock the bigotry of Rome (Morgan 1928). The result was that the papal nuncio used his influence to have the journal suppressed, and it was closed down after 13 weeks, and was only reopened at the beginning of the following year (Vittu 2002a).
It is difficult to know to what extent this influenced Oldenburg and the Philosophical Transactions, but Lyons (1944) cites a letter written by Sir Robert Moray to Christiaan Huygens, in which he says that the Philosophical Transactions would be "much more philosophical" (i.e. scientific) and that it "will not interfere with legal or theological matters".

So although Vittu claims that the Journal des Sçavans was not strictly speaking a literary journal: 

… le Journal des savants doit être clairement séparé des revues littéraires au sens strict de ce mot … (Vittu 2002b: 355)

it certainly did cover a wide range:
On voit que par savants le fondateur du nouveau Journal entendait aussi bien ceux qui poursuivaient des recherches mathématiques ou naturelles que ceux qui s'occupaient des sciences historiques sans compter ceux qui s'intéressaient aux pures belles-lettres et à la théologie. Le Journal n'excluait même pas la jurisprudence, alors en train de se former, ni les beaux-arts; (Morgan 1928: 96-97)

It is in this sense that the narrower scope of the Philosophical Transactions can be seen as making it more clearly a scientific journal:

Though it included natural science, the Journal des Sçavans cannot be called a scientific periodical, rather it was the first member of the genre of general learned journals which was to become a characteristic feature of the Age of Enlightenment. The Philosophical Transactions, begun only two months later, was sufficiently different in nature to warrant the title of the first scientific periodical. (Gascoigne 1985: 115)

It is true that within France, the activities of the Académie Royale des Sciences might be seen as being more specifically scientific in our terms. However, the Anciens mémoires, which cover the period 1666-1699, were not published at the time, and indeed were not published until well into the eighteenth century, from 1723 onwards, when they were produced in book form (Halleux et al. 2001). Moreover, Académie publications were anonymous: they were thought of as the collective and collegial productions of the community (McClellan 2001). The Journal des Sçavans, on the other hand, published named articles, and it is perhaps only human that these scientists should appreciate having their personal work recognized as such (Plantefol 1967).
Furthermore, it must be remembered that the period, 1665 to 1700, is 35 years, virtually the working life of an individual, and for those alive at that time, the Journal des Sçavans was what was available. The productions of the Académie Royale were not. So, on the ground, in the late seventeenth century, it is reasonable to suppose that the Journal des Sçavans represented what was happening in Paris. There were many other journals that entered the field later; indeed about 60 periodicals were created in Europe in this period, many of them fairly short-lived, but the Journal des Sçavans and the Philosophical Transactions were the first, and remained the best known and the most important (Vittu 2005).
6. A taxonomy, 1665-1668

One of my M2 students2, as part of her coursework, attempted to classify the articles which appeared in the Philosophical Transactions and the Journal des Sçavans for the years 1665-1668, according to the Dewey system. While this can be criticized on the grounds that the categorization of disciplines at that time does not correspond to modern categories (Gascoigne 1985), it nevertheless gives us some idea of the scope of the journals concerned. Table 1 synthesizes her results. A small number of articles which were considered unclassifiable have been excluded.
Table 1. Classification of contents of Journal des Sçavans and Philosophical Transactions 1665-1668.

	
	Journal des Sçavans
	Philosophical Transactions

	[0] Generalities (Bibliographies)
	5
	1%
	-
	-

	[1] Philosophy
	11
	2%
	1
	*

	[2] Religion, Theology
	84
	14%
	3
	1%

	[3] Social Science (Law, Administration, Metrology)
	40
	7%
	1
	*

	[5] Pure Science
	125
	21%
	153
	60%

	[6] Applied Science, Medicine, Technology
	115
	19%
	60
	24%

	[7] Art (Numismatics, Painting Music)
	21
	4%
	2
	1%

	[8] Language, Litterature
	84
	14%
	-
	-

	[9] Geography, History
	111
	19%
	33
	13%


* = <0.5%

To all intents and purposes, only three categories are relevant in the case of the Philosophical Transactions: pure science, applied science, and geography. These account for 97% of the items published in the Philosophical Transactions in this four-year period. Of the 60% which make up the pure science items, 28% are in the area of botany and zoology, 25% in astronomy, 18% in physics, and 12% in chemistry. Of the articles classified as applied science, 62% are in medicine. The geography items include 52% in geography properly so-called, and 45% in the area of navigation. It is noticeable that articles of this last type are absent from the issues of the Journal des Sçavans for the same period.

In the Journal des Sçavans, items in pure science still constitute the largest category, but account for only 21%, compared with 60% in the Philosophical Transactions. Of these, astronomy is the commonest type, accounting for 42%, physics accounts for 22%, and botany and zoology 14%. Applied science accounts for a slightly smaller proportion of items than in the Philosophical Transactions: 19%, compared to 24%. The vast majority of these, 87%, are in the area of medicine. Geography and history accounts for 19% of the items, rather more than the 13% in the Philosophical Transactions. However, 59% of these are history, a category absent from the Philosophical Transactions; and a further 20% are biography, again, virtually absent in the Philosophical Transactions. Geography properly so-called accounts for only 19% of the category. Moreover, there are two significant categories which are absent from the Philosophical Transactions: religion and theology, which accounts for 14% of the items, and language and literature which accounts for a further 14%. Of this last category, 75% deal with literature.
7. The first issues

I should now like to look in detail at the first issues of these two journals which are the points from which they each started. The first issue of the Journal des Sçavans contains 8 items, which are as follows:

VICTORIS VITENSIS, ET VIGILII

Tapensis, Provinciæ Bisacene Episcoporum opera, Edente R.P. Chisletio, Soc. Iesu Presb. in 4 Diuione.

The first item is a book review, the first of seven in this issue. I shall use the term "review", although they are all fairly short, and "book notice" might be more appropriate. The book, and hence the title, which is what appears as a heading, is in Latin, but the review, like all the others, is in French. The book in question is an edition of the works of Vitensis and Tapsensis, who lived in the 5th century. The item is 40 lines long.

HENRICI SPELMANI GLOSSARIVM,

continens Latino-barbara, peregrina, obsoleta, & nonata significationis vocabula, in folio, Londini.

The second item, another book review, is again of a book in Latin. This book is a vocabulary which is useful for those who read "corrupt" Latin. It is said to be incomplete, and the review is fairly negative. It is 18 lines long.

RAGGVAGLIO DI NVOVE OSSERVATIONI,

da Giuseppe Campani. in 12. In Roma.

The third book review is of a book in Italian. It concerns some new lenses and their use in observing Saturn and Jupiter. This item is of particular interest, since, as will be seen, there is a parallel item in the Philosophical Transactions. This item is 44 lines long.

DISSERTATIO DE PRÆCEDENTIA

Regum Galliæ, Hispaniæ, & Angliæ : simul & tractatus de Lagatis. Authore Iacobo Houuel, Anglo. Londini.
The book reviewed in the fourth item is the Latin translation of a book originally written in English. It is history and its object is to defend the primacy of the English kings. This provokes a patriotic review in favour of the French monarchy. The item is 55 lines long.
MARTINI SCHOOCKII DE STERNVTATIONE.
Amstelodami.

The fifth review is of a book on anatomy, and specifically about the nature of sneezing. It is a new revised edition of a book whose first edition appeared fifteen years earlier. The author is said to have "changé entièrement d'opinion". The item is 36 lines long.

GASPARIS SCIOPPII SVSPECTARVM.
Lectionum Libriquinque. Amstelodami.

The sixth review is of an edition of the letters of Scioppius. The review turns into a criticism of the Ancients, and notably of Plautus and Apuleius. The item is 18 lines long.

L'HOMME DE RENÉ DES CARTES,
avec un traité de la formation du Fœtus du mesme Autheur. A Paris.

The last review is of the posthumous publication of two treatises by Descartes, and is 42 lines long.

EXTRAIT D'VNE LETTRE ESCRITE

d'Oxfort, le 12. Nouembre 1664.

Finally, the only item which is not a review, an extract from a letter written in French from Oxford. It describes the birth of Siamese twins, and the subsequent autopsy after their death.

Thus it can be seen that this first issue is made up basically of book reviews, in fact seven of the eight items included. Moreover, only four of the eight items could be said to fall into the scientific domain. The items are all relatively short, the range being from 18 to 55 lines, where 30 lines is the size of a page.
The first issue of the Philosophical Transactions contains ten items, excluding a short introduction, which are as follows.

An accompt of the improvement of Optick Glasses.

The first item gives news of a book published in Italy but not yet available in England. The news is said to come from Paris, and the book in question is in fact the book reviewed in item three of the Journal des Sçavans. It is difficult to tell whether this is taken directly from the Journal des Sçavans or some other source, but as was mentioned above the Journal des Sçavans had already been presented to the Royal Society. The item is 33 lines long.
A spot in one of the Belts of Jupiter.

The second entry is a simple news item, a mere 8 lines long. It reports that Hooke had observed a moving spot in the rings of Jupiter.

The Motion of the late Comet prædicted.

The third item is a detailed summary of a paper sent by (Adrien) Auzout to the secretary of the Royal Society. It gives detailed calculations of the movements of a comet. This is the longest item at 171 lines.

An Experimental History of Cold.

The fourth item is about a book by Robert Boyle which is in press, but not yet published, entitled "New Observations and Experiments in order to an Experimental History of Cold". The item includes a list of 21 possible future experiments; readers are invited to select those which should be carried out. This item is 67 lines long.

An Account of a very odd Monstrous Calf.

The fourth item is an extract from a letter sent by David Thomas to Robert Boyle. It is an account of a deformed foetus calf, and is 18 lines long.
Of a peculiar Lead-Ore of Germany, and the Use thereof.

The sixth item describes minerals from Hungary and Germany which contained an ore, about which more information is requested. The item is 18 lines long.

Of an Hungarian Bolus, of the same Effect with the Bolus Armenus.

The seventh item, said to be from the "same person", is about a type of earth with medicinal uses. It is a short news item only six lines long.

Of the New American Whale-fishing about the Bermudas.

The eighth item describes whaling, and some of the whales caught. It is said to be from an oral account by "an understanding and hardy Sea-man". This item is 69 lines long.

A narrative concerning the success of Pendulum-Watches at Sea for the Longitudes.

The ninth item, from Major Holmes, is about some new watches used in navigation. They are said to have given a better position than had been expected. This item, 65 lines long, includes a section in the first person, which may well be a direct quote from the original.

The Character, lately published beyond the Seas, of an Eminent Person, not long since dead at Tholouse, where he was a Councellor of Parliament.

The final item is an obituary of the famous mathematician Fermat, and includes a list of his books. This is 56 lines long.

Thus it can be seen that the nature of the items chosen for the first two issues of these journals were different. There are no book reviews in this issue of the Philosophical Transactions. Nor can these items be described as articles; they are more like news items (Gotti 2006), but they all fall within the scientific area; so this issue might be thought of as being much closer to scientific journalism, than to the research article. As Kronick says:
The brevity of some of the articles in the early issues of the "Transactions" makes it clear that they are just news notes or reports which Oldenburg had picked up from various sources … (Kronick 1962, 75)

And Atkinson says something fairly similar:

To call any of these short pieces "articles" would be anachronistic – they are more like the digested news items common to the newspapers of the period. (Atkinson 1999, 21)

The size of entries in the Philosophical Transactions is more variable than in the Journal des Sçavans. In the Philosophical Transactions the length varies from 6 to 171 lines, where the page size is 38 lines.

Thus this was the starting point from which these two journals set out, the Journal des Sçavans concentrating on book reviews, and the Philosophical Transactions functioning as a sort of scientific newsletter. However this situation was to evolve rapidly, particularly in the case of the Philosophical Transactions, but that will have to be the subject of a further article.

Notes

1 This article is based on a paper presented at the 29ème Colloque du GERAS at the Université d'Orléans, 13-15 March, 2008.

2 Caroline Riou.
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