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Introduction
Something remarkable happened in the seventeenth century.
It took place both on a grand cosmic scale and in the most
intimate way. Philosophers in the 1600s pursued a new
understanding of the universe and a new way of thinking
about ourselves. Or perhaps it is more accurate to say the
philosophers pursued new ways of thinking about these things,
since they were not all in agreement on how the world
works and what we are. They were at odds over what bodies
are made of and what makes them move. They held disparate
views about the existence of God and God’s relationship to
the world. They argued over what knowledge is and where it
comes from. Many of the ”new“ thinkers believed that human
beings are metaphysically and morally special and exempt from
the laws that govern the rest of nature - we have souls
and free will. Others insisted that, on the contrary, we are
not some kind of ”kingdom“ unto ourselves; our bodies and
our minds are as much a part of nature as anything else.
Some even went so far as to say that we are nothing but
matter in motion and thus no more free from determining
causes than are rocks and trees.
Despite all these differences, this diverse and highly
contentious group of philosophers shared some basic
assumptions. They believed that the older, medieval approach
to making sense of the world - with its spiritual forms and
occult powers, its concern to defend Christian doctrine and
its often uncritical devotion to the theories of Aristotle or
Plato - no longer worked and needed to be replaced by more
useful and intellectually independent models. They agreed that
natural philosophy - what we now call ”science“ - should
seek explanations of things grounded in the familiar, not the
obscure. Above all, they insisted philosophy should proceed not
by deference to what ancient authors had to say or what
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religious authorities demanded, but from the clear and distinct
ideas of reason and the evident testimony of experience.
What was the most brilliant century in European
history? Compelling arguments could be made on behalf of
Athens in the fourth century BCE, where Socrates, Plato,
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Aristophanes flourished under
Periclean democracy; the twelfth century, which saw the
rediscovery of Aristotle and the emergence of universities and
high Scholastic thought; and, of course, the Italian
Renaissance. And yet, for philosophy, it would be hard to
argue against the claim to that title made on behalf of a
century populated by the likes of Galileo, Bacon,
Descartes, Hobbes, Boyle, Spinoza, Locke, Leibniz, and Newton a century that saw the rise of modern metaphysics and
epistemology, revolutionary progress in the understanding of
nature, and new models of the relationship between
citizens and the state. We may no longer think in precisely
the same terms that guided these early modern thinkers. But
the way in which we look at the world and at ourselves
has its origins in their highly creative endeavors, in philosophical inquiry that flourished despite - or, more likely, because of - their intellectual differences and personal disputes
and the turbulent political and religious times in which they
lived.
Were all of the philosophers in this book really
”heretics“? Yes, if the term ”heresy“ refers generally to the
promotion of opinions contrary to what passes for
conventional truth, whether it be in science, religion,
philosophy, economics, etc.. Several were, in fact, officially
declared as heretics by one religious body or another. Bruno
and Galileo, of course, were punished on just these grounds by
the Catholic Church; and Spinoza was excommunicated for his
”abominable heresies and monstrous deeds“ from the
Portuguese-Jewish community of Amsterdam. Moreover,
practically every one of the philosophers portrayed here had
writings banned by the Vatican’s Index of Prohibited Books.
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Works by Bruno, Galileo, Bacon, Descartes, Hobbes, Pascal,
Spinoza, Arnauld, Malebranche, Boyle, Locke, Leibniz, and
Newton all appear on that infamous list. Religious
authorities in the medieval and early modern periods sometimes
had a hard time distinguishing independent thinking from
heresy.
In this graphic book, we tell the story of the most
brilliant period in philosophy’s history. The thinkers we
portray did not totally abandon the conceptual frameworks of
their forebears; even intellectual revolutions and ”paradigm
shifts“ maintain some engagement with the past, and the divisions between periods of history are always much cleaner in
hindsight. A lot of the philosophy of the seventeenth century,
as recent scholarship has shown, sought to assimilate, modify,
or update Scholastic thought rather than reject it outright.
At the same time, these early modern thinkers were, quite
self-consciously, out to transform
philosophy and set it
on a new course. From Galileo and Descartes in the first
decades of the seventeenth century to Leibniz and Newton at
the turn of the eighteenth, these are some truly wondrous
beginnings.
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