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Prefazione 

di HANS KERMIT e GUNVER SKYTTE 

Ii 23 ottobre 2000, ii dodicesimo anniver-
sario della beatificazione di Niccolô Steno-
ne, ha avuto luogo all'Accademia di Dani-
marca a Roma ii seminario Niccolô Stenone 

(1638-1686). Anatomista, geologo, vescovo, in 
apertura della mostra omonima. Ii presente 
volume comprende i contributi degli studio-
si che hanno partecipato al seminario. 

L'iniziativa della mostra e del seminario è 
partita dall'Università di Tromso. Nel 1998 la 
Biblioteca Universitaria di Tromso, in occa-
sione dell'anniversario della beatificazione, 
organizzô una mostra su Stenone, e contem-
poraneamente fu pubblicata una biografia 
stenoniana Niels Stensen. Natu?forsker og hel-

gen, Ravnetrykk, Tromso 1998, elaborata dal 
bibliotecario accademico, dott. Hans Kermit. 
La mostra, in forma rielaborata a cura dello 
stesso Kermit, successivamente è passato al-
l'Università Gregoriana di Roma in occasio-
ne dell'apertura di un convegno mondiale 
per studiosi di tutto ii mondo World Meeting 

of University Professors' Congress, nel mese di 
settembre 2000. 

Nel seminario tenutosi all'Accademia di 
Danimarca a Roma sono stati trattati van 
aspetti della vita, delle attività scientifiche e 
dell'evoluzione spirituale e religiosa di Ste-
none. 

Nell'articolo The holistic scientist Niels Sten-

sen and university ideals and challenges, Helge 
Salvesen, partendo dalla prospettiva olistica 
nelle attività scientifiche e teologiche di 
Niels Stensen, discute i rischi coliegati all'o-
dierna specializzazione parziale delle scien-
ze. Sten Hoisting e Kirstine Quortrup Deich-
gr2eber esprimono il loro omaggio a Steno-
ne in forma poetica, con una poesia di Hol-
sting accompagnata dalla composizione mu-

sicale della Quortrup Deichgr2eber. Ii bio-
grafo stenoniano Hans Kermit nell'articolo 
The life of Niels Steensen dà un breve riassun-
to delle tappe pift importanti della vita di 
Stenone, per poi nell'articolo seguente The 

oneness in Niels Stensens's life dimostrare e in-
terpretare i tratti concordanti ossia ii filo ros-
so nella vita di Stenone: "Stensen's determi-
nation to live according to what he percei-
ved as being true ... as a scientist and as a 
Christian". 

Durante ii soggiorno in Olanda (1660-63), 
Niels Steensen fece conoscenza con ii fib-
sofo Baruch Spinoza. II contributo di Pina 
Totaro "Ho certi amici in 011andia": Stensen 

and Spinoza - science verso faith comprende 
una interpretazione delle prospettive di que-
sto incontro, anche rispetto alle rispettive 
concezioni delia dottrina metodologica car-
tesiana. I rapporti Stensen-Leibniz, invece, 
formano l'oggetto dell'articobo di Anne Vi-
beke Vad Polidore and Theophile: The rationali-

st and the faithful observer. Jens Morten Han-
sen b autore di una importante pubblicazio-
ne in danese, uscita nel 2000, Stregen i sandet, 

bølgen pd vandet ("L'orma sulla sabbia, Fon-
da sub mare" ossia "Ii libro della natura"), in 
cui l'autore dimostra I'attualità dell'episte-
mologia di Stenone rispetto alle scienze na-
turali di oggi. Nel presente volume riportia-
mo, con ii permesso dell'autore, una parte 
dell'Introduzione al libro, in cui tra l'altro vie-
ne esposta e interpretata la critica di Steno-
ne davanti al principio di riduzionismo del-
la metodobogia cartesiana. 

Le importanti teorie di Stenone sulla con-
trazione dei muscoli, stigmatizzate dagli stu-
diosi non solo contemporanei ma anche po-
steriori, soltanto nel 1990 furono convalida-



te grazie alle ricerche del medico Troels Kar-
del, autore dell'articolo On "Perhaps the 

weakest" of Stensen 's works: What causes muscu-

lar movement, inflation or contraction?. 

Stefano De Rosa, nel contributo Cosimo III 

de' Medici e Niccolô Stenone sottopone la sto-
riografia su Cosimo III ad un esame critico, 
focalizzando la politica culturale di lui e del 
fratello, il Cardinale Leopoldo de' Medici, 
con particolare riguardo al ruolo di Niccolô 
Stenone in questo contesto. 

Kari Elisabeth Børresen, die in mold suoi 
lavori si ê occupata della regina Cristina di 
Svezia, contemporanea di Stenone, discute

vane opinioni sulla teologia di Stenone nel-
l'articolo Some approaches to Niels Stensen's 

theology. Ii volume si conclude con l'articolo 
di August Ziggelaar Sj. L'evoluzione spirituale 

di Niccolô Stenone giovane, in cui partendo dal-
la criSi spirituale del luterano Stenone du-
rante gli anni di studio in Olanda, l'autore 
esamina il cammino verso la conversione. 

Si ringrazia la fondazione Bikuben per il 
contributo dato alla realizzazione del semi-
nario ed alla redazione del presente volume 
nonché Statens Humanistiske Forskningsrdd per 
aver finanziato la pubblicazione.



The Holistic Scientist Niels Stensen and the 
University Ideals and Challenges 

by HELGE SALVESEN 

At the beginning of September 2000 I had 
the pleasure of opening an exhibition on the 
transdisciplinary scientist, bishop, and hu-
manist Niels Stensen. The exhibition was 
held in the Pontifical Gregorian University 
in Rome on the occasion of the Jubilee Year 
Celebrations of the World Meeting of Universi-

ty Professors' Congress. Then - as now - I feel it 
is a great honour for the University Library 
of Tromso, and, indeed, a vote of confidence 
in it, to be asked to present our exhibition 
here too at the Accademia di Danmarca. 

We are especially proud that we can see so 
clearly that our young university, with its 
roots stretching back only to the beginning 
of the 1970s, represents the same ideals as 
those found in the life, the vision of science, 
and the humanistic ideals of the 17th centu-
ry polymath, Niels Stensen. 

Stenseri not only saw his work within a ho-
listic perspective, but sought solutions to 
questions by using a semiotic comparative 
method. In other words, he sought by com-
paring the small signs in nature, one with an-
other, to draw conclusions on causation and 
to develop grand theories. The Norwegian 
poet Henrik Ibsen's words about 'being com-
plete and whole, not piecemeal and divided' 
could well have been Stensen's motto as well 
as that of our University. 

The driving force behind Stensen as a sci-
entist was a search for the truth about na-
ture, about relationships between things and 
about their origins. He sought with humility 
- not to exploit the results for his own per-
sonal fame, but to attain a greater insight in-
to that which was created and through it of 
the Creator. For Stensen there existed no 
contradiction between God as the creator of

the world and the scientist, who is trying to 
understand that same world. In this way we 
may look upon Stensen as a 'pre-deist'. He 
thought that all things were connected and 
the more one understood, the clearer would 
one understand this. There was no contra-
diction between science and faith in his 
world view and no clear distinction between 
the different scientific disciplines. He be-
lieved it to be just as important to occupy 
oneself with the study of muscles as with the 
anatomy of the shark or how the earth's stra-
ta were formed. All knowledge was a source 
of greater understanding of the totality and 
the beauty of creation. Stensen was con-
vinced that everything he understood 
through his learning was in accord with his 
Christian belief. As a researcher he was not 
afraid of producing discoveries that were 
sharply at variance with contemporary opin-
ion. He saw clearly the limits of human un-
derstanding, both as a natural scientist con-
fronted with the visible world and as a be-
liever confronted with God's plan for cre-
ation. 

At the University of Tromso we had, al-
ready from our beginnings in the 1970s, the 
idea that the most fruitful research depend-
ed upon asking the right questions, inde-
pendently of the limits of the different sci-
ences. The questions should be seen in con-
nection with each other, and should be 
solved transdisciplinarily. 

In this way we had from the outset at the 
University of Tromso the idea of making a 
holistic contribution to the whole of society 
and across the whole of nature. What we see, 
however, in sciences today, is an increasing 
specialisation which brings us more and
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more specialised information, but less and 
less real knowledge of a holistic variety. I think 
we should revitalise the old holistic ideas of 
Niels Stensen. That will also bring us back to 
the original idea of the university. 

I think too that we need to see man as well 
as nature from a more holistic perspective if 
the sciences are to make meaningful contri-
butions to the world in which we, as human 
beings, are trying to understand the purpose 
of our stay on this earth. 

In this connection I want to refer to a 
joint Swedish-American research project led 
by the American sociologists Rogers Hol-
lingsworth and Jerald Hage and the Swedish 
historian Ragnar Bjdrk. They have studied 
the personalities of the scientists who pro-
duce research that aspires to or results in 
Nobel prizes. They have also analysed the or-
ganisational framework of the institutions in 
which these scientists are working.' 

It appears that most of the Nobel prize 
winners live in a multicultural state or have 
lived in more than one country. They are 
thus familiar with more than one culture and 
society. They have a talent for and are very 
interested in many subjects, not only the one 
in which they are principally engaged. They 
are curious about "everything". Often the ba-
sic idea behind the great breakthroughs in 
one discipline are taken from another disci-
plinary area. The winners are often working 
across disciplines, which leads to fundamen-
tal theoretical breakthroughs. They are nev-
er satisfied to accept other people's conclu-
sions unquestioningly; they often find them-
selves working against the mainstream for a 
long time before they make a breakthrough. 
They have, I think you will admit, much in 
common with the life and works of Niels 
Stensen. 

How are the institutions, in which these 
people work, organised? Not along tradi-
tional lines would seem to be the not unsur-
prising answer. Such institutions, it seems, 
are in most cases small and have a great abil-
ity to readjust; the academic milieu is or-
ganised on complex cross-disciplinary 
groups, in which all are interested in the 
same problem and work intensively together;

and the lines of communication are short, 
both vertically and horizontally. Experience 
shows that it has been mostly through 
cross-disciplinary groups that ways of think-
ing have taken off in new and constructive 
directions. The organisations are hierarchi-
cally organised with a clear management 
structure. The leadership engages in con-
structive disciplinary criticism that is strong 
yet tendered with respect. The leadership is 
chosen with great care, on the basis of aca-
demic competence, leadership qualities and 
entrepreneurial spirit. Social relations are 
well developed, both hierarchically and 
across disciplines. That the leadership nor-
mally eats lunch with their younger col-
leagues is regarded as exemplary. Students 
pursuing higher qualifications are regarded 
as a valuable resource for research projects. 
I think we should look to such institutions if 
we really want to succeed in revitalising a ho-
listic perspective in science and in releasing 
creativity. At the time of Niels Stensen it was 
impossible to create such institutions, al-
though we see that he himself established 
contact with many scientists in many coun-
tries and with specialists representing many 
disciplines. No doubt this task was made eas-
ier by Stensen's ability to write and speak flu-
ent Latin, French, English, Italian and Dutch, 
as well as having a command of Greek and 
Hebrew. 

In recent years our own universities have 
been subject to crises, most notably of a fi-
nancial nature. To-date the reaction has been 
to set up evaluation projects, to reorganise, 
to create strategic plans for teaching, re-
search and promotion policy, whilst retain-
ing the classic values of the university. What 
has not been clearly grasped is that the cri-
sis is very largely one of relevance. What it de-
mands is a switch of resources into an edu-
cational and research market which de-
mands good results, both qualitatively and 
quantitatively, far more than democratic de-
cision making, bureaucratic control and re-
porting mechanisms, and security systems for 
unimportant procedural failures. The crite-
ria of relevance can only be fulfilled if we take 
the holistic perspective into account, and try
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to see science and education as important 
contributors to the "good life". We should 
have an ideological guideline for science. 
That of Niels Stensen was to understand that 
which God had created. 

Within such a socio-cultural and economic 
paradigm shift, the universities that will 
come out on top are those that win the com-
petition for students. Such institutions will 
prioritise teaching quality, as measured by 
examination results, will secure for its grad-
uates challenging and well paid jobs, no mat-
ter whether those graduates are 25 or 50 
years old, and whether they have studied on 
a traditional campus or in a distance teach-
ing centre in the workplace. To guarantee 
the quality of teaching it must be research 
based, in the sense that it is produced by 
teachers with top research qualifications. 

What are the most important challenges 
in higher education and research to day? 
One answer is that every institution must 
make their own internal arrangements so as 
to ensure that training in the use of sources 
of knowledge are part of all discipline based 
studies. All academic disciplines must set up 
academically related problem based docu-
mentation and reference training courses, in 
which the students, through Net based guid-
ance, learn to find their way through the in-
formation jungle, in their search for relevant 
information on specific issues. It will be a 
good training for students to teach them-
selves how to fetch relevant information on 
a specific theme. Through such co-opera-
tion, it is also possible to show how modern 
information processing and forms of pres-
entation can contribute to the opening up of 
new possibilities in the content of disci-
plines. Dynamic illustrations and the utilisa-
tion of multimedia materials are the key 
here.

The gathering and dissemination of 
knowledge will give rise to new disciplines.2 
The reason for this is that, in order to get 
hold of the most relevant information in a 
particular field, or on a particular problem, 
it will be necessary to have in place a quali-
ty assurance system that will enable us to as-
sess critically the enormous amount of in-

formation we are all faced with, when we log 
onto the Net. At the university level there 
will be a growing need for a critical ap-
proach to information, for an ability to 
analyse and assess information. The acquisi-
tion of the skills required for this may well 
reduce the time devoted to the sheer accu-
mulation of knowledge. It is true that the ac-
quisition of such skills has always been a 
defining characteristic of university studies 
and a major strength, on the labour market, 
of a university education. But for the infor-
mation society of today and tomorrow, such 
skills are absolutely essential. A major task 
for universities of the future will be to mon-
itor the quality of information taken from 
the Net. Increasingly, seminars of the future 
will be focused on the need to assess the 
provenance of information. What one knows 
will increasingly have to be viewed in the 
light of how one knows it. Where does knowl-
edge come from and how can one ensure 
that the sources of it are reliable? Source 
criticism will be vital for all disciplines as, tra-
ditionally, it has been in the training of his-
torians and journalists. Niels Stensen's life is 
a good example of the importance of the 
principle of never blindly putting one's trust 
in authority. 

As a result of the great governmentally ini-
tiated reforms for raising the general stan-
dard of competence for the whole popula-
tion, universities and colleges will be pre-
sented with new challenges, especially in the 
demand for flexible educational routes, 
combined with a desire for a stronger injec-
tion of project and problem based study 
modes and lifelong learning. Such chal-
lenges will ensure that training in modern 
information retrieval and processing will 
play a decisive role. 

But in this new information world it is very 
important that we do not forget our roots, 
the intellectual tradition in which we live. 
We should also not forget that there is a 
great difference between information and 
real knowledge. We should also remind our-
selves that the most important part of cre-
ative thinking is our own fantasy, not the 
computer. The systematic gathering of rele-
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vant data, and not only that which is easily 
available in data bases, is still profoundly im-
portant. To help us remember these impor-
tant matters, we should keep the book of the

history of science open all the time. Niels 
Stensen represents an important chapter in 
that book. Read him often, and yet more of-
ten, as the output of science increases. 

NOTES 

1. Bojs, K. (1997): "Vetenskap. Si. far du Nobeipriset. 
Jobba p;i ett litet institut, var invandrare och vâga ga 
emot strdmmen", in Dagens Nyheter, 5 of September. 
Stockholm; Bjhrk, R. (1998): "The Impact of Institu-
tional Arrangements on Major Discoveries in Bio-med-
ical Research", seminar Uppsala university 29" of April.

http://wwwhotel. uu.se/idehist/vethist/seminarier/980429 . html. 
2. This view is discussed by the linguist Hovdhaugen, 

E. (2000): "Kunnskapsinnhenting og kunnskapsutvel-
gelse - nye fag", in Synopsis, No 2. Oslo, pp. 67-69. What 
follows in this paragraph is tied closely to the argument 
developed there.
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A Homage 

by STIG HOLSTING 

When the importance of Niels Stensen as 
a scientist has reached so great an acknowl-
edgement today, it is due to his ingenious 
abilities in observing and drawing conclu-
sions. 

But if you draw a parallel between his sci-
entific insight and results and his life as a 
christian, there is a clear tendency. He did-
n't compromise with what he considered the 
truth.

Niels Stensen saw no contradictions be-
tween the spiritual and the physical; the for-
mer confirmed the latter. He saw in creation 
the confirmation of the work of the spirit. 

This poem is written in this spirit for per-
formance at the Niels Stensen-Seminar at 
The Danish Institute for Science and Art in 
Rome, Monday 23. October 2000. 

The music for the poem is written by Kirs-
tine Quortrup Deichgr2eber. 
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14	 STIG HOLSTING 

Niels Steensen As a scientist he sought the truth in creation. 
Niccolô Stenone With humble respect for creation he sought 

Nicolaus Stenonis the truth of The Creator. 
Steno As God's servant he found the Creator in 

creation. 
Servus Dei

As a scientist he found The Creator serving 
Anatomist the truth. 
Geologist Seeking the truth he found wisdom in 

Theologist creation. 

Servos Dei	 Through creation he found God. 

Steno 

And med lysets vingefang Spirit with the wings of light 
aner skaberkraftens ghde; Forebodes the riddle of creation 
tro og tvivl hvor livet sprang Faith and doubt where life wells forth 
hviler trygt pa Herrens nâde; Dwells on the mercy of the Lord; 
videnskab og troens lys Science and the light offaith 
kalder guddomskraftens gys; Calls the shiver of pow'?- divine 
alt er født af evighed. All is born of eternity. 

Han, som ser i livets kim, He, Who sees in the germ of life 
spejier alt med fryd i øjet; Reflects it all with eyes ofjoy 
ord, som føjes smukt i rim Words that neatly join in rhymes 
er, som Gud bar sammenføjet; Are, as ifjoined by God Himself, 
videnskab og troens lys Science and the light offaith 
kalder guddomskraftens gys; Calls the shiver of pow 'r divine 
alt er født af evighed. All is born of eternity. 

Sind med iskrystallens glød Glowing like a crystal of ice 
aner støvets sammenhienge; Sees his mind the terms of dust 
selv hvor Adams skyld forbrød, Even where Adam's guilt destroyed, 
heles livets dybe flange; The deepest gash of life is healed; 
videnskab og troens lys Science and the light offaith 
kalder guddomskraftens gys; Calls the shiver of pow'r divine 
alt er født af evighed. All is born of eternity. 

Pulsen i det mindste fro In the smallest seed the pulse 
spejler sig i stjernetâger; Reflects itself in nebula 
selv en ormekrop skal dø, Even ev'ry worm must die 
medens guddomskraften vager; Whilst the pow 'r divine keeps watch; 
videnskab og troens lys Science and the light offaith 
kalder skaberkraftens gys; Calls the shiver ofpow'r divine 
alt er født af evighed. All is born of eternity.
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Ydmyg som en kiostermunk, Humble as an abbeymonk 
vis ph livets dunkle baner; Wise on the gloomy paths of life 
tanken lutret kiar og strunk The thought is cleansed and clear, erect 
fuldt erkendt, hvor andre aner; Fully known, where others guess; 

videnskab og troens lys Science and the light offaith 

kalder skaberkraftens gys; Calls the shiver of pow'r divine 

alt er født af evighed. All is born of eternity. 

Nicolaus af Hafnia, Nicolaus of Hafnia 
barn afNordens kolde vinde, Child of Nordic winds so cold 

valgte livets Golgata, Chose the Golgatha of life 

som gør seende af blinde; That makes seeing of the blind, 

videnskab og troens lys Science and the light offaith 

kalder guddomskraftens gys; Calls the shiver of powr divine 

alt er født af evighed. All is born of eternity. 

Ud af kaos fødes liv, Out of chaos life is born 
ud af intet tr2eder lyset; Out of nothingness steps light 

dødens magt far perspektiv, The pow'r of death gets depth and width 

livets gnist erkender gyset; The spark of life perceives the shiver; 

videnskab med hndens agt Science with the Spirits purpose 

rummer guddomskraftens magt; Contains the pow'r of might divine 

alt er født af evighed. All is born of eternity. 

Hvor du sh, at hnden veg, Where you saw the Spirit yield 

valgte du de nøgne stier; You chose the naked paths of life 

nhdens bjerg du oversteg Climbing mercy's mountainpike 

og fandt trøst i hndens riger; Finding comfort in the Ghost; 

videnskab og troens lys Science and the light offaith 

kalder guddomskraftens gys; Calls the shiver of pow'r divine 

alt er født af evighed. All is born of eternity. 

Som en blomst i ørkensand, Like a flower in desert sand 

lydig indtil sidste drhbe, Obedient till the utmost drop 

stred du for din Smertensmand, You fought for your Man of Pain 

hvor du hørte nøden rhbe; Where you heard affliction yell; 

Videnskab er ørkensand Science is like desert sand 
malt mod dhbens kildevand; Against the fountain of baptism 

alt er født af evighed. Allis born of eternity. 

Skønt er det, som øjet ser, Fair is, what the eyes behold 

skønnere er det vi aner; Fairer still, what we forebode 

skønnest er dog det der sker Fairest though is, what occurs 

dybt i sjwlens skjulte baner; Deep in the hidden paths of soul; 

troens kraft erkender alt, The pow 'r offaith acknowledges all 

det er videnskabens salt; That's the salt of human science 

født af Gud i evighed. Born of God in eternity.

(Transl.: Ole Wierød) 



The Life of Niels Stensen 

by HANS KERMIT 

Niels Stensen was beatified by Pope John 
Paul II in St. Peter's Church on the 23 of 
October 1988. For the first time in more 
than 400 years, a Scandinavian had been 
counted amongst the Blessed. Fewer than 20 
Scandinavians throughout Christianity's 
2,000 year history have achieved this mark of 
distinction. Stensen is also remarkable for 
being the first natural scientist to be beati-
fied. 

Niels Stensen was born in Copenhagen on 
New Year's Day 1638, the son of a goldsmith. 
His father - Steen Pedersen - had migrated 
to Copenhagen from Skfne. He stood out 
from the rest of the male members of his 
family in choosing not to join the priesthood. 
Both of his sons - Niels and his half-brother 
Johan - did, however, eventually become 
priests. 

Aged 19, Stensen passed his school's leav-
ing exams and entered the University of 
Copenhagen as a medical student. Two years 
after Stensen's university studies had begun, 
Copenhagen was besieged by the Swedes. 
The University had to close, with its students 
being called upon to defend the capital. 

When the siege of Copenhagen was lifted 
- it lasted for almost two years - Stensen trav-
elled via Rostock to Amsterdam in order to 
complete his studies. As dissections were not 
carried out in Denmark at that time, stu-
dents were obliged to travel abroad in order 
to receive a thorough grounding in anatomy. 
Stensen quickly showed himself to be out-
standing both at dissecting itself and in the 
interpretation of what he uncovered. Short-
ly after arriving in Amsterdam, he made his 
first discovery: the duct which conveys the 
cheek's major salivary gland - the parotid

gland. This later became known as the duc-
tus stenonianus or Stensen's duct or canal as it 
is known today. After a short stay in Amster-
dam, Stensen travelled to Leiden in order to 
study at the University there. At that time, 
the University of Leiden was the greatest 
Protestant university, and was often attended 
by students from Scandinavia. 

From an academic perspective, Stensen's 
three years in Leiden were his most produc-
tive. During that time he published 11 works 
including some of major importance con-
taining new anatomical discoveries. Espe-
cially well known is the one in which Stensen 
became the first to explain the function of 
the exocrine glands. His findings on this top-
ic were quickly accepted by his contempo-
raries, making him famous before he turned 
25. Stensen also demonstrated that the heart 
was a muscle, although this was a discovery 
that was not generally accepted at the time. 

Not far from from Leiden is Rijnsburg, 
the town that had provided sanctuary for 
the philosopher Benedict Spinoza after he 
had been expelled from his native Portugal. 
Spinoza lived a spartan existence, support-
ing himself by grinding lenses. Like Stensen 
he was very much engaged in the study of 
mathematics and worked to improve on the 
philosophy of Descartes. The two men be-
came close and were in agreement on many 
things, although not on matters of faith. 
Spinoza was a pantheist, whilst Stensen be-
lieved in a personal God. There was reli-
gious freedom in the Netherlands, with 
questions of religion being openly dis-
cussed, a very different state of affairs to 
that obtaining in Denmark. Initially Stensen 
felt a sense of liberation, but later revised
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his views when he saw what all this religious 
diversity could lead to. 

Stensen had to break off his studies at 
short notice to return home when both his 
parents died within a short time of each oth-
er. Not long after his return he published On 

muscles and glands, which he dedicated to 
King Frederick III, in the hope that this 
would lead to a post at the University of 
Copenhagen. Even though he was the obvi-
ous choice for a professorship, he did not 
get the position, which went to someone 
with few qualifications for it. A small inheri-
tance from his father gave him the where-
withal to travel abroad again. This time the 
goal was Paris, where he soon came into the 
circle around Louis XIV's Librarian, 
Melchisédech Thévenot. Personally well off, 
Thévenot provided financial support for 
many young academic high fliers. Thévenot 
held weekly meetings at his home, where 
natural scientists, mathematicians and hu-
manists met. His house was the centre for a 
great deal of the intellectual life of Paris at 
that time. The highlight of Stensen's time in 
Paris was undoubtedly the lecture he gave, in 
all likelihood at the beginning of 1665, on 
the anatomy of the brain. The lecture, which 
was delivered in French, was described by 
Frenchmen present, as an oratorical master-
piece in the Gallic style. It has subsequently 
been translated and published in many lan-
guages. Neurologists regard it as a break-
through in our understanding of the brain's 
anatomy. 

Stensen left Paris in the autumn of 1665 
and spent the winter in Montpellier, where 
he visited the town's famous medical faculty. 
In the following spring, Stensen continued 
to travel south and in March 1666 crossed 
the Alps to reach Tuscany, a popular goal for 
many Danish and Norwegian students at that 
time. Stensen stopped first of all in Pisa, 
where the Grand Duke Ferdinand II spent 
the summer with his court. Stensen's aca-
demic reputation had made him a well - 
known figure throughout Europe and the 
Grand Duke welcomed him warmly. He and 
his brother Leopold were eager to attend 
Stensen's dissections. Prince Leopold of

Medici had been a pupil of Galileo and was 
much taken by natural science. He founded 
in 1657 Europe's first experimental academy 
of sciences, the Accademia del Cimento or 'The 
Experimenters' Academy.' Its motto was 'Ex-
amine and examine again.' The Academy 
met regularly in the Medicis' palace in Flo-
rence, the Palazzo Pitti. The Accademia del Ci-

mento had a large collection of natural his-
tory objects, something that was unusual at 
that time. 

Stensen didn't stay long in Pisa, but con-
tinued, via Rome, to Florence where the 
Grand Duke appointed him anatomist at the 
Santa Maria Nueva hospital. The hospital 
had room for 1,500 patients, with several 
specialist departments and its own dissection 
rooms. Stensen soon learned Italian and be-
came friends with the Grand Duke's person-
al physician, Francesco Redi, and Vincenzio 
Viviani, his court mathematician. Viviani had 
been Galileo's youngest pupil and both he 
and Redi were members of the Accademia del 

Cimento. Stensen felt very much at home in 
this environment, where the spirit of Galileo 
was still very much in evidence. Later he was 
to say that his years in Florence were both 
the most important and the happiest of his 
life. 

Not far from where Stensen lived in Flo-
rence was a convent that ran a small shop 
which sold herbal medicines, tea, essences 
and hair oil. Stensen occasionally visited the 
shop and became acquainted with an elder-
ly nun called Maria Flavia del Nero. As time 
passed and they became better acquainted, 
they began to discuss matters of faith. When, 
one day, Stensen put to her a difficult theo-
logical question, she recommended that he 
should refer it to someone who was better in-
formed than her. Initially Stensen felt un-
willing to discuss something he regarded as 
so unimportant as Catholic doctrines with 
anyone but her. But he did follow her advice 
to visit the Church of Santissima Annunziata 
and to look at the painting there of the An-
nunciation of the Virgin Mar) And he often 
visited the church to pray. 

Stensen also came in contact with Lavinia 
Arnolfini, the wife of an aristocrat, with
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Fig. 1. On Easter Day 1675, the day after being ordained priest, Steno celebrated his first mass in a chapel of 
the Santissima Annunziata church in Florence. This is a detail of the miracle-working picture, with the 
blessed Annunciata on the right, whose picture Steno often returned to and before which, as a priest, he 
conducted his first mass. 

whom he discussed matters of faith. She rec-
ommended him to take seriously, for the 
sake of his own salvation, the question of 
which faith was the true one. Stensen now 
began, under the guidance of the Jesuit Fa-
ther Savignani, to study the original Biblical 
texts, the Church Fathers and Christendom's 
oldest texts. 

One day some fishermen, off the coasts of 
Livorno, caught an enormous shark in their 
nets. The when Stensen looked at the shark's 
teeth, he found a striking resemblance be-
tween them and the tongue shaped stones 
from Malta, which he had seen during his 
university years in the natural history collec-
tion in Copenhagen. Such stones were also 
to be found in the collections at the Accede-

mia del Cimento so Stensen was able to make 
an exact comparison. He became taken by 
the idea that Malta had once been covered 
by the sea and that the tongue like stones 
were the fossilised remains of the sharks that

had once lived in the sea there. 
Stensen noted that in Tuscany there were 

many stones that resembled the remains of 
creatures, especially mussels and snails. The 
fossils must then be the remains of mollusks 
that had lived in earlier times, but how had 
they got into the stone? 

In November 1667, Stensen was admitted 
into the Catholic Church. He has written lit-
tle about what caused him to overcome all 
his doubts and become a convert. However, 
in a letter written some three years later he 
wrote: 

Human proofs are to no purpose, if God's 
mercy is not upon one, so as to expose the 
errors of surviving opinions, to make the 
truth clear to one, and to bind one to it. 
The divine assurance can only be under-
stood by those who have experienced it. 

Eventually, Stensen had carried out so many
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investigations of the earth's strata that he was 
able to publish a book with the title: Provi-

sional report on solid bodies that are naturally 

found embedded in other solid bodies. With this, 
Stensen showed that the earth's strata had a 
history or, in other words, that the science of 
modern geology had been founded. 

After two years in Denmark as Royal 
Anatomist Stensen returned in 1674 to Flo-
rence and he decided to become a priest. 
And after his motives had been examined his 
wish was granted. Because he knew so much, 
in theology as well as in other fields, it was 
decided that he could be ordained without 
first having to undertake any theological 
studies. The ordination took place in the 
cathedral in Florence on Easter Eve 1675. In 
addition to the vows of obedience and 
celibacy, Stensen also voluntarily took a vow 
of poverty. As a priest, Stensen was paid by 
the Grand Duke Cosimo III and to begin 
with he worked in and around Florence. 
None of those who came into contact with 
him thought that he was a famous scientist 
or that most of what he earned went to the 
poor. It was clear from the start that the cure 
of souls was central to his existence - and it 
showed. 

News of his abilities as a priest reached as 
far as northern Germany. As a result he was 
invited by the Duke Johann Friedrich of 
Hanover to be its bishop. At first Stensen de-
clined, but as both the Pope and the Duke 
believed him to be the right man for the job, 
in August 1677 he was appointed the titular 
bishop of Titiopolis and a short time later 
Vicar Apostolic of northern Germany and of 
Denmark-Norway. 

The transition to the diaspora of northern 
Germany was something of an upheaval for 
Stensen. The Duke liked to compare his 
palace to that of the Sun King in Versailles 
and nothing was spared so far as pomp and 
circumstance were concerned. The new bish-
op lived a much more spartan existence and 
although, like the Duke, he had many din-
ner guests, they were the poor of the district! 

The congregation in Hanover was not 
large and consisted mostly of foreigners who 
worked in the Duke's enormous court. When

Johann Friedrich died in 1679 he was suc-
ceeded by a Protestant relative. Even though 
Stensen was treated well by the new Duke, it 
was no longer possible for him to remain in 
Hanover. The Pope decided that he should 
be auxiliary bishop in the diocese of Mfln-
ster, where the Prince Bishop was Ferdinand 
von Furstenberg. Mflnster was a large dio-
cese, but it had little money because it was 
obliged to repay an enormous debt stem-
ming from the Thirty Years' War. Even 
though 30 years had passed since peace had 
been declared, there were still very many 
people living in poverty. 

Stensen took his duties as auxiliary bishop 
very seriously and he attempted to make a 
visitation of each of the almost 250 parishes 
for which he was responsible. When visiting 
a parish he often arrived barefoot, so that he 
was easily taken for a vagabond. The other 
members of the priesthood in Minster were 
offended by Stensen's asceticism and per-
sonal appearance which they felt was not ap-
propriate for a bishop. Stensen strongly op-
posed the widespread practice of buying and 
selling ecclesiastical preferment and was 
constantly afraid of ordaining those who 
were unworthy of the priestly office. 

Stensen had a large household which was 
made up mostly of poor people and converts 
who had had lost their inheritance and were 
unemployed as a result of changing their 
faith. For a long time he had in his employ 
someone responsible for distributing alms. It 
goes without saying that his own income was 
insufficient. He, therefore, begged money 
from Grand Duke Cosimo, the Prince Bish-
op and the Curia in Rome. A fragment of a 
letter to the secretary of the Prince Bishop 
gives us a good insight into this: 

This morning, on leaving church, I was ac-
costed by two men and three women, yes-
terday I learned of a case where three 
small children, who had been abandoned 
by their parents, had died in the deepest 
distress. Oh that I could help all, but those 
whom I cannot assist by my own hand, I 
must assist through my prayers to God. It 
cuts me to the heart when I must turn
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away the poor - merchants of paradise - 
without buying their wares and when I 
must let the poor of Jesus leave yet again 
without solace.2 

Many of the priests for whom Stensen was re-
sponsible were badly educated and lacked 
motivation for their calling. In order to im-
prove the situation, Stensen arranged cours-
es in his home, to which he invited priests 
and at which he gave advice on how to car-
ry out the cure of souls. He also wrote a book 
- Duties of the shepherd - which contained 
practical advice for priests. The book, which 
is one of the first in pastoral theology, was 
published not only in Mflnster, but also in 
Florence. 

Prince Bishop Ferdinand supported Sten-
sen's reforms, but they were opposed by the 
cathedral chapter. When the Prince Bishop 
died in 1683 and a new one was to be cho-
sen, the election was totally dominated by fi-
nancial and political considerations. Stensen 
protested to the Pope at the choice and trav-
elled to Hamburg as he could no longer car-
ry out his duties as Vicar Apostolic in Mün-
ster. Conditions in Hamburg were not much 
different from those in Münster. His desire 
to reform the priesthood was opposed so 
strongly that for a time he was unable to give 
pastoral care. In 1684 he obtained the per-
mission of the Pope to take two years leave, 
so that he could travel back to Florence. Be-
fore travelling to Florence he decided to pay 
a last visit to Copenhagen where he stayed 
for 11 days and Stensen used the occasion, 
in all secrecy, to confirm the adult Catholics 
of Copenhagen. It was the first time this had 
happened since the Reformation and 200 
years were to pass before it happened again. 

Stensen took the road to Florence via 
Hamburg. Here a letter from Duke Christian 
Ludvig of Mecklenburg awaited him. The 
Duke gave Stensen permission to buy a 
house in Schwerin in which a Catholic priest 
could live and conduct Catholic services on 
a regular basis. Stensen saw this as an op-
portunity to realise an old wish and chose to

travel to Schwerin instead of going back to 
Florence. At the court of the Duke of Meck-
lenburg, Stensen worked untiringly - with no 
visible success - to establish a community. 
From his correspondence with Grand Duke 
Cosimo during this period, it is clear that 
he felt quite lonely as a Catholic priest in a 
Protestant environment, that he longed to 
be back in Tuscany and craved the human 
support he knew he could get there. But he 
refused to give up and continued his work 
as a priest. Many were converted to the 
Catholic faith and a number of Protestants 
changed their views of this ascetic priest. 

Stensen became seriously ill in November 
1686, suffering an attack of colic in addition 
to the kidney stones with which he was af-
flicted. His stomach swelled enormously and 
he was in great pain. A surgeon was fetched, 
but there was nothing he could do. Stensen 
was now aware that his end was near and he 
asked for a message to be sent for a Catholic 
priest from Ldbeck. He also asked for a pen 
and ink so that he could write his last testa-
ment. In the course of the following night 
his stomach swelled even more, leading him 
to exclaim: 'Surely I can swell no more?' Im-
mediately afterwards he prayed: 'My God I 
am in great pain. My God I beg you not to 
take the pains from me, but to give me the 
patience to bear them'. Shortly afterwards 
he died. He was 48 years of age. 

Stensen's coffin was placed in the crypt 
of the palace chapel. Later he was dressed 
in a bishop's vestments and the coffin was 
transferred to Schwerin's Lutheran cathe-
dral where it remained until March the fol-
lowing year. Grand Duke Cosimo asked for 
the coffin to be sent by ship to Livorno. A 
year later Stensen was buried in the crypt of 
the Medici's family church of St. Lorenzo in 
Florence. His grave was opened in 1953 as 
part of the beatification process and the 
coffin transferred to a chapel in the church 
itself. Here it was placed in an antique mar-
ble sarcophagus donated by the Italian 
state. The chapel received the name of Cap-
pella Stenoniana.



The Oneness in Niels Stensen's Life 

by HANS KERMIT 

Niels Stensen, anatomist, geologist and bish-
op who was beatified some 300 years after his 
death is one of the very few natural scientists 
to be accorded such an honour. It may seem 
very difficult, even impossible, to unite sci-
ence and faith. This has led to one seeing 
Stensen's life as a collection of phases that 
had little to do with each other. When, for 
example Stensen decided, at the age of 37, 
to become a priest, it is often assumed that 
that part of his life devoted to science was 
now over and was to be followed by the 
'priest and bishop' phase. 

A closer examination of his life and work 
will, however, reveal that throughout his life 
he was concerned with both science and 
faith. His life is a testimony to a search after 
the truth - the truth behind everything - be-
cause this would lead to a greater degree of 
understanding. He seeks with humility, not 
to exploit the findings of his research for his 
own personal aggrandisement, but so as to 
be able to admire the beauty of what he 
finds. In his search for the truth it is unim-
portant whether or not its origin lies in 
anatomy, geology, philosophy or theology. 

The foundations for his search were al-
ready laid in his childhood, his father, a mas-
ter goldsmith, came from a family with a cler-
ical and Christian tradition and this he un-
doubtedly passed onto his son. We know that 
Niels observed his father in his workshop, 
forming small objects from precious metal. 
From his earliest years he learned the signif-
icance which even the tiniest detail has for 
the overall impression. And we must assume 
that in the shadow of the forge he learned to 
admire the beauty which so often results 
from a work of patience and precision.

When Niels was seven years old his father 
died and other men took over as his ideal. 
First of all Simon Paulli, a German doctor 
who earlier had performed public dissec-
tions on human courpes in Copenhagen. 
Later in his life Stensen writes of Simon 
Paulli as: 'that highly regarded royal doctor 
and prelate in Arhus, my teacher Simon 
Paulli, whom I revere as a son would'. 

Ole Borch, a son of a priest and a doctor 
himself, taught Niels Stensen Latin and nat-
ural sciences when he was a pupil at Our La-
dy School in Copenhagen. Both Borch and 
Stensen had a great interest in the natural 
sciences and a lifelong friendship was 
formed between the two. Both Paulli and 
Borch had a deep Christian rooting and in 
this way they reinforced the example Stensen 
had got from his father. The fact that the two 
also were doctors may have influated Stensen 
in his choice of studying medicine when he 
in 1656 matriculated at the University of 
Copenhagen. 

The Chaos-Manuscript is an important 
source for our understanding of Stensen's 
years at the university, consisting of extracts 
from academic works, notes of experiments, 
reports of conversations and short religious 
observations. One of them tells us that 
Stensen in his youth prays for understanding 
of God's will and his intention to live ac-
cording to it. He was brought up in a Chris-
tian home with all the charitable traditions 
that were so often associated with workshops 
and businesses of that nature. Stensen had 
seen from his visits to the goldsmith's work-
shop how the poor and the sick received 
help: a meal, alms and words of comfort. He 
writes in the manuscript that should he ever
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