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Neurological stamp

Rene Descartes 1596-1650

Descartes was a French mathematician, philosopher and
scientist. He saw the human body purely in terms of a

mechanical contrivance-"a machine made by the hand of
God, incomparably better than any machine of human
invention". The mind was considered a separate entity
interacting with the body via the pineal gland which was

believed to be the seat of the soul. The soul was directly
related to the vital mechanics of the body from which it
received impressions and it was able to control certain
movements. Descartes believed that the pineal and the
soul existed only in humans.
He formulated optical laws for refraction, compared the

eye to a camera obscura, and showed accommodation was
due to changes in the shape of the lens. Descartes
described one of the earliest concepts in neurophysiology,
unconscious reflex action. In his treatise Des passions de
l'dme (1649) he noted a feigned blow to the eyes caused a
blink. In De Homine, published in 1662, some years after
his death and considered to be the first textbook of
physiology, there is a diagram of a child reflexly with-
drawing its finger from a hot object.

Descartes died in Stockholm "in the land of bears,
among rocks and ice". He was invited to the court of
Sweden by Queen Christina to discuss philosophy which
they apparently did at 4 o'clock in the morning. France
commemorated him with this stamp, in 1937, on the third
centenary of the publication of his work Discours de la
Methode. (Stanley Gibbons No 575, Scott No 331).
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