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The Empire of Observation, 1600—-1800

LORRAINE DASTON

By circa 1600, as the previous essay by Gianna Pomata shows, observation
had become an epistemic genre, especially among astronomers and physi-
cians but also among jurists and philologists: an increasing number of book
titles proudly announced their contents as “observations,” understood as the
results of empirical inquiry. Characteristic of the emergent epistemic genre
of the observationes was, first, an emphasis on singular events, witnessed
firsthand (autopsia) by a named author (in contrast to the accumulation of
anonymous data over centuries described by Cicero and Pliny as typical of
observationes); second, a deliberate effort to separate observation from con-
jecture (in contrast to the medieval Scholastic connection of observation with
the conjectural sciences, such as astrology); and third, the creation of virtual
communities of observers dispersed over time and space, who communicated
and pooled their observations in letters and publications (in contrast to pass-
ing themn down from father to son or teacher to student as rare and precious
treasures). By circa 1750, observation had also become an epistentic category,
that is, an object of reflection that had found its way into philosophical lexica
and methodological treatises.' Observation had arrived, both as a key learned
practice and as a fundamental form of knowledge. As the Genevan natural-
ist Charles Bonnet wrote in 1757 to his fellow observer, Bern anatomist and
botanist Albrecht von Haller: “I have often revolved in my mind the plan of
a work that I would have entitled Essay on the Art of Observing. 1 would have
collected as in a tableau the most beautiful discoveries that had been made
since the birth of philosophy. . . . I would have demonstrated that the spirit of
observation is the universal spirit of the arts and sciences.”?

The consolidation of an epistemic genre primarily linked to astronomy
and medicine in the sixteenth century into an epistemic category essential for
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