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Federica Favino * – Giulia Giannini **

BORELLI RELOADED: 
CONTEXTS AND NETWORKS IN 17TH-CENTURY ITALY

* Sapienza Università di Roma, Dipartimento di Storia Antropologia Religioni Arte e
Spettacolo, Piazzale Aldo Moro 5, Rome, Italy, e-mail: federica.favino@uniroma.it. This re-
search received funds by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation pro-
gramme under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement No 799769.

** Università degli Studi di Milano, Dipartimento di Studi Storici, Via Festa del Perdono 7, 
Milan, Italy, e-mail: giulia.giannini1@unimi.it. This work is part of  a project that has received 
funding from the European Research Council (ERC) within the framework of  the European 
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation program (TACITROOTS, PI: Giulia Giannini, 
Grant agreement No. 818098).



Part 1

BORELLI’S SCHOLARLY WORK: 
MATHESIS, NATURAL PHILOSOPHY, 

AND ANTIQUARIANISM



Vincenzo De Risi *

EUCLID UPTURNED: 
BORELLI ON THE FOUNDATIONS OF GEOMETRY

Abstract – The article discusses Borelli’s studies on the foundations of  mathematics. 
Borelli’s Euclides Restitutus (1658) is one of  the most significant books on elementary ge-
ometry in the early modern age, and it fundamentally changed the way of  approaching 
Euclid’s text. The article examines Borelli’s epistemology, his theory of definitions, the 
system of  axioms employed in the Euclides, and the new deductive structure of  the work. 
These analyses show that Borelli’s Euclides can be considered one of  the earliest modern 
texts on elementary mathematics.

 

* Laboratoire SPHère, CNRS, Paris, France / Max-Planck-Institut für Wissenschaftsge-
schichte, Berlin, Germany; e-mail: vincenzoderisi@gmail.com

 



Carla Rita Palmerino 
1*

GRAVITY, MAGNETISM, ELASTICITY: 
THE ROLE OF SPONTANEOUS MOTION 

IN BORELLI’S MECHANICAL PHILOSOPHY

Abstract – This article analyses Borelli’s account of  gravity, magnetism and the 
elasticity of  air in the De vi percussionis (1667) and De motionibus naturalibus a gravitate 
pendentibus (1670), with the aim of  elucidating the ontological status of  moving forces in 
his mechanical philosophy. Borelli criticizes Gassendi’s and Descartes’s reduction of  all 
physical action to contact action, and argues for the existence of  intrinsic motive virtues, 
which he locates in the spirituous particles composing physical bodies. At the same time, 
however, he insists on the material character of  these virtues (for his spirits are materi-
al), and rejects explanations that invoke immaterial attractive forces acting at a distance. 
This double polemical target explains why Borelli’s language oscillates between teleology 
(“The movement of heavy bodies is intended to achieve a purpose”) and necessitarian-
ism (heavy bodies move “by blind necessity”). The article also explores the connection 
between Borelli’s analysis of the spontaneous motions of  physical bodies and his account 
of  physiological processes, such as the respiration or the heartbeat, in the De motu ani
malium (1680).

 

1

* Center for the History and Philosophy and Science, Faculty of  Philosophy, Theolo-
gy and Religious Studies, Radboud University Nijmegen, The Netherlands, e-mail: carlarita.
palmerino@ru.nl



Luca Tonetti *

MALPIGHI’S EARLY VIEWS ON BRAIN ANATOMY: 
A LOOK AT HIS UNPUBLISHED DRAWINGS AND NOTES

Abstract – The publication of  Malpighi’s dissertation on the anatomy of  the brain, 
De cerebro, in 1665, comes at a time of  increased attention to brain studies. The structure 
of  the optic nerve was one of  the challenging questions Malpighi dealt with, and the nu-
merous dissections of  fish he had performed in Messina in 1663-1664 provided him with 
solid evidence for his innovative explanation of the anatomy and function of the brain and 
nerves. Malpighi’s correspondence with Borelli and the examination of  his unpublished 
notes kept at the Bologna University Library show the development of  Malpighi’s view on 
the anatomy of  the brain, in particular the role that Borelli played in guiding and interpret-
ing his anatomical observations.

 

* Alma Mater Studiorum University of  Bologna, Department of  Philosophy and Commu-
nication Studies (FILCOM), Via Zamboni, 38, 40126, Bologna, e-mail: tonetti.luca@gmail.com

1 Although outdated, Neuburger, 1982 – which is the English translation of  a work that 
appeared earlier in 1897– still provides one of  the most thorough introductions to the history 
of  brain research in early modern medicine. On graphic representations of  the brain in history, 
see now Lanska, 2022. An overview of  brain studies in the 1660s is provided in: Bertoloni 
Meli, 2011, ch. 3. On Descartes: Meschini, 1998; Aucante, 2006; Baldassarri, 2021. On Willis: 
Wragge-Morley, 2018. On Steno: Scherz, 1968; Kardel, Maquet, 2013; Andrault, 2018.



Federica Favino *

BORELLI AND THE ANCIENT TRIREMES: 
ANTIQUARIANISM AND POLITICAL COMMITMENT

Abstract – As a protegée of  Christina of  Sweden, in the last years spent in Rome 
(1673-1679), Borelli happened to liven up the meetings of  the former queen Royal Acad-
emy at Riario Palace by delivering speeches that his friend Michelangelo Ricci did not 
hesitate to call worthless ‘distractions.’ Scholarship, that mostly ignores these discourses, 
seems to agree with him. This paper will focus particularly on Borelli’s academic discourse 
on the ancient triremes – which he gave at Palazzo Riario on February the 5th, 1675 – an 
episode of  a broader debate that then involved the most authoritative Roman antiquari-
ans. In the light of  the cultural scenario of  late 17th century Rome and of  Borelli’s biog-
raphy, the discourse turns out to be nothing but a distraction: it propounds a clear episte-
mological stance even to antiquarians while suggesting a real contribution to the Messina 
Revolt against the Spanish rule, then still underway.

* Dipartimento di Storia Antropologia Religioni Arte e Spettacolo, Sapienza Università di 
Roma, Piazzale Aldo Moro 5, Rome, Italy, e-mail: federica.favino@uniroma.it. This research 
received funds by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme 
under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement No 799769. Unless otherwise stated, the 
translations are mine.



Part 2

CONTEXT AND RIVALRIES 
IN BORELLI’S SCIENTIFIC JOURNEY



Renée Raphael *

READING EXPERIMENT IN 17TH-CENTURY PISA: 
BETWEEN UNIVERSITY AND ACADEMY

Abstract – This contribution explores how readers associated with the University of 
Pisa and Accademia del Cimento approached texts that described experimental findings. It 
enriches previous scholarship on reading practices and literary technologies, which have 
tended to focus on the textual presentation of  experimental findings and the reading practic-
es associated with textual scholarship. Drawing on excerpts from the Saggi of  the Accademia 
del Cimento and Borelli’s De motionibus naturalibus, it considers, instead, the reading practices 
applied to texts that described experimental results. It demonstrates that while the Cimento 
modeled a reading practice centered on the replication of  experimental trials, Borelli em-
ployed a more eclectic approach in writings commemorating his university teaching. These 
case studies are contextualized through comparisons with the reading practices employed by 
Borelli’s predecessors at Pisa, members of  the Royal Society, and the Society of  Jesus.

 

* Department of History, University of California, Irvine, 200 Murray Krieger Hall, Ir-
vine, CA 92697-3275, USA, e-mail: renee.raphael@uci.edu



Nuno Castel-Branco *

WHO WAS BORELLI RESPONDING TO?
NICOLAUS STENO IN DE MOTU ANIMALIUM (ROME, 1680-1681)

Abstract – Giovanni Alfonso Borelli and Nicolaus Steno’s theories of muscle con-
traction have often been considered to be at odds. This short essay, however, softens the 
antagonism between Steno and Borelli’s muscle theories. It argues that Steno’s work was 
more important to Borelli than previously acknowledged. It also claims that Borelli’s dis-
agreement with Steno was more nuanced than what Borelli assumes by associating their 
explanations to their different audiences and purposes in writing each book.

* Villa I Tatti, Via di Vincigliata, 26, 50135 Firenze, Italia, e-mail: nuno.cb@gmail.com 



Simon Dumas Primbault 
1*

A POSTHUMOUS RIVALRY: 
ON BORELLI AND VIVIANI’S RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN THE ACCADEMIA DEL CIMENTO 

AND AN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY CONTROVERSY

Abstract – Between around 1656 and the late 1660s, Giovanni Alfonso Borelli and 
Vincenzio Viviani, self-proclaimed last disciple of  Galileo, collaborated on a host of  math-
ematical, physico-mathematical, and experimental problems, notably within the Acca-
demia del Cimento. Their relationship, tensed at times, has long been characterised as 
a heated rivalry – the two men would have hated and continuously tried to outdo each 
other. Turning back to the archival sources  – their correspondence and their disciples’ 
correspondences – this contribution gathers, for the first time, all recorded events when 
merely embryonic priority disputes may have stained Viviani and Borelli’s collaboration. 
Although these correspondences indeed show mild quarrels at times, they also prove that 
nothing ever became public or went further than personal complaints to third parties. To 
understand how Borelli and Viviani have become rivals, this contribution instead dives into 
eighteenth-century controversies between second-generation epigones who were waging 
war, through interposed publications, over the primacy of  Galileo’s heritage. The posthu-
mously constructed rivalry later became entrenched and circulated down the centuries to 
late nineteenth- and twentieth-century historians.

 

1

* Laboratory for the History of  Science and Technology, EPFL, Switzerland, EPFL/
CDH/DHI/LHST, INN 116 (Bâtiment INN), Station 14, CH-1015 Lausanne, Switzerland, 
e-mail: simon.dumasprimbault@epfl.ch



Giulia Giannini *

GIOVANNI ALFONSO BORELLI AND THE BOOKS OF OTHERS: 
A CONTRIBUTION TO THE RECONSTRUCTION 

OF BORELLI’S LIBRARY **

Abstract – This work aims to supplement and expand the reconstruction of  Giovan-
ni Alfonso Borelli’s library. By relying on the ex libris displayed on the title page of  some 
volumes preserved at the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale in Rome, 241 volumes originally be-
longing to Borelli have been identified. The list significantly integrates the one presented 
by Baldini in 1996 by not only roughly doubling the number of  titles, but also incorporat-
ing areas of  study that were left completely uncovered.

* Dipartimento di Studi Storici, Università degli Studi di Milano, Via Festa del Perdono, 7, 
Milano, Italia, e-mail: giulia.giannini1@unimi.it

** This work is part of  a project that has received funding from the European Research 
Council (ERC) within the framework of the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and 
innovation program (TACITROOTS, PI: Giulia Giannini, Grant agreement No. 818098).
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