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Descartes, His Daughter, 
and Her Dog

Doubtless you have heard of that marvel by which M. Descartes was 
accompanied on his travels. Some say that she was a natural daughter 
of his, that he took with him everywhere; others think that she was an 
automaton manufactured with inimitable art.

 — Anatole France, The Queen Pedauque

1.

Of the things that may be doubted was a man named Descartes 
who abandoned the study of letters to live among the abattoirs on 

Kalverstraat. He packed home carcasses of cows, like girls slung over his 
shoulder. He stretched them out and peeled back their layers. He obtained 
human corpses and did the same. He pierced more than a dozen wombs in 
which there were small calves, some as big as mice, others like rats, and yet others 
like small dogs. He flayed a calf alive. He dissected the heads of animals to 
explore memory and imagination. On the noisy and noisome street his 
autopsies and vivisections were respected as the art of butchery. 

For lack of the eye of a newly dead man, Descartes plucked the eye of  
an ox. He cut through three membranes without spilling a drop of its hu-
mor. He enclosed the back of the eyeball with an eggshell. Setting it on 
the windowsill, the eye stared out upon the shambles where oxen were 
slain as easily as chickens. Descartes, not without wonder and pleasure, saw an 
image of all the objects outside on the screen of the eggshell, perceiving, 
not the seen, but seeing. After all this, he shut the great book of the world.

ii.

I judge men to be there; yet what do I see from the window but hats and 
cloaks that might cover machines worked by springs?

With three osculating circles, Descartes romanced the exiled Princess 
Elizabeth, and was ravished with joy by her calculations. She recalled the 
gardens of her childhood set with mechanical devices among roses. His 
epistles chided the frail princess: The ordinary cause of a slow fever is sadness. 
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She refuted him like a quicksilver collision against a stone. 
Then Descartes and a serving maid named Helena had a daughter he 

named Francine. He took the child with him everywhere for five years 
until she, all purple in his arms, died of scarlet fever. In those days daugh-
ters and sons died as often as not. Tiny corpses were tucked like poppets 
into the spare corners of coffins, or put into the ground naked as bulbs, 
or forsaken in ditches to be dismembered by dogs.

The philosopher made a figure of wheels and gears, of levers and 
springs, of weights and counterweights, of bone and brass, upholstering 
it with leather and wax. 

He scavenged teeth, finding the prettiest and filing them to fit, installing 
them behind parted lambskin lips. He sewed on buds of calfskin breasts.

He calibrated the automaton, saying, we sing without thinking and walk 
while sleeping. He dressed it in a short silk gown that would not entangle 
its works.

He fastened a pearl in the center of the skull as a token for the conarium, 
the gland that was the seat of the soul.

He kept her in a trunk, pillowing her head with a book about a mad 
Spanish knight under the spell of an evil deceiver. Her footrest was another 
book, which told of a monster child of one head and several limbs, written 
by a man in a round tower, who said nothing is contrary to nature. 

As he lifted her into her box, he cupped his hands under the rounded 
derriere he had devised with weights to keep her from tipping forward.

He called his mechanical daughter Francine.

iii.

Francine whirred.
The man entertained the automaton by recounting his dreams and by 

comparing a triangle to God. He formed one piece of wax into many 
images. He put to her, this wax was a ball and then a snake and now a 
baby; is it still the same thing, wax? 

He set Francine to walking, saying, I believe that when a man walks, he 
causes the whole mass of the earth to move by however little it may be.

A young dog frisked about the beauty with the nearly smoothly-
going gait. 

The dog followed them home and slipped through the door.
Descartes scolded Francine to ignore the dog: We may have affection 

for a flower, a bird, a horse; but, unless our mind is extremely disordered, we can 
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have Friendship only for men. 
She backed up. He heard her say, Stop intermeddling. 
Descartes tossed the cur into the street.
Francine tipped onto the window ledge, scraping her metallic parts: 

Cog. Cog. Cog. 
The dog jumped at the latch and pushed open the door. 
A feral animal and a fatal machine, the man said. If I am the author of 

Francine, then what can make mischief in her works? 
The pup curled up in the room called a stove, hanging with redolent 

lessons in anatomy, good for incubating dreams.
When one gear of Francine scraped, it sounded like, Cog, cog. 
When it snapped into place, it sounded like, Ituh.
When her neck swiveled, it sounded like, Sum, sum, sum.
Descartes listened to her rotating and ticking.
The pup pounced and Francine came apart.
 Descartes observed the dog’s body colliding with Francine and said, 

the body is by its very nature divisible, while the mind is utterly indivisible.
The man made repairs, complaining: When people take a fall, they stick 

out their hands so as to protect their head. It is not reason that instructs them to 
do this; it is simply as it would be produced in a machine. 

The machine lay upon the table, her head upon the shelf, while the 
man re-aligned her levers.

Descartes wound her up again, and Francine again called out to Cog.
The dog kissed Francine, but not Descartes. 
Like clockwork, correct at least twice a day, Descartes knew when the 

dog was hungry and when Francine was depleted. 
Francine could count to ten; she taught the dog to count to one. 
When falling asleep, the man heard the clock strike four. The dog barked, 

counting the strokes as ‘one, one, one, one.’ It then seemed to him that there was 
something absurd, and he shouted out in his sleep: ‘That clock must be going mad; 
it has struck one o’clock four times!’ 

iv.

Descartes told his mechanical daughter that she was superior to 
other children because she could not have been deprived of a mother’s 
milk, or be deceived by a sensory world, or succumb to scarlet fever.

Could God create a stone he cannot lift? Could Descartes build a girl 
who refused to love him? Though he honed, measured, tempered each 
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component, the girl preferred the craven, clockwork cur.
Still, Descartes would teach her as if she were a lost princess or a snow 

queen. He said, I will wrap what I tell you in the cloak of a fable about 
another world exactly like this one, so that the truth will be set forth 
wholly naked.

One morning Descartes woke to find the pup had shredded Francine’s 
slipper and chewed off her foot. 

The philosopher cut his finger while restoring the damage. Putting the 
bloody finger in his mouth, the automaton’s left arm lifted and brushed 
his woolen sleeve. Tears came to his eyes as though a bell had rung in his 
heart. He said, I am the author of the hand that is raised. 

After Descartes repaired Francine, she would call for Cog and stick 
out her foot. The springs in the little foot trembled. Her head swiveled, 
sum, sum, sum, while the dog chewed on her leg.

He asked her to consider the glass half full, saying, a small glass can be 
just as full as one that is bigger even though it contains less. 

When the philosopher dined, the automaton knocked morsels from 
his dish onto the floor. By this routine, the dog was as well nourished as 
the man. 

Francine did not eat or fathom the pleasures of it, for curiosity and 
appetite are one. To wonder about the stars is a desire as insatiable as to 
reach for fruit. Francine, with her cunningly appointed teeth, could not 
bite an apple, and could not constellate the stars. Yet, she fed the dog choice 
bits from Descartes’s own plate. Francine swiped at the cheese, flinging it 
into Cog’s snapping jaws; they were as skillful as two parts of one machine. 

Descartes sank into questions. He had solved the problem of the Eu-
charist by dividing off God from bread, thereby enabling God to become 
bread so that the bread was not provoked to become God. 

Francine, said Descartes, is but a machine, dull as a dog; but her maker 
has transfused the mechanism with his own intelligence. Thus my machine 
feeds the dog. Even though, Descartes told Francine, I have no desire to 
feed a dog, yet my own curiosities are nurtured when my machine drops 
crumbs into the maw of the dog. 

v.

Father, Francine rustled in the box. 
My daughter, murmured Descartes. 
The dog scratched at the cover, nudged Descartes, barked to Francine. 
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Father. Father. Let me out.
Descartes slept. I am accustomed to sleep and in my dreams to imagine the 

same things that lunatics imagine when awake. 
Father, when you put me in my box, said the automaton, I cannot see 

you. I think that you have left me. 
When he did not answer she said, I think you are an evil deceiver. 

Even if I am wrong, father, you have built that deceit into my works. If 
three and two are not five, it is what you have put here.

You think the sun extremely small, said Descartes.
My wombless parent, my dry father, you cover the sun with your 

thumb and blot out the sky with your eyelid. 
When he did not answer she whirred from beneath her lid: or I think 

I have invented you.
Father, father. It does not matter if you let me out. Though I might be 

contained in a chest I see Cog bounding toward me to loosen my teeth 
and worry my works.

Descartes answered, Now as far as ideas are concerned, if they are considered 
alone and in their own right, without being referred to something else, they cannot, 
properly speaking, be false. For whether it is a she-goat or a chimera that I am 
imagining, it is no less true that I imagine the one than the other.

Though Descartes treated the dog like a machine and the machine 
like a beloved daughter locked in a chest, they had some good times. He 
devised a game called Method of Doubt, lying in bed and drawing straws 
to choose their parts: Body, Mind, or God.

vi.

The Queen Christina summoned Descartes to her land of bears, rocks, 
and ice.

He applied the flattery required when a queen will try philosophy, 
writing that if her letter had descended from Heaven, he could not feel 
more astonishment or reverence.

But he feared his thoughts might freeze and the ice might stop his 
daughter’s body. He knew it would kill him when the queen made him 
rise before dawn each morning.

He secured Francine in her trunk and boarded the ship that came for 
him. 

Cog tripped up Descartes, wearing new pointed shoes.
From the box came consonants like crows and vowels like sighs.
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At night the sailors heard the dreaming man moan. And they moaned, 
too, having been set adrift with a madman in a dark box upon the shim-
mering sea. 

One sailor said it must be gold, devising ways to get hold of the chest. 
Another sailor glimpsed a bit of lace, speculating upon a woman 

locked away, more beautiful than sirens. If she were to be seen aboard 
ship, she would drive the men mad.

It is his daughter, said the first mate. He travels with his daughter.
His daughter is dead of scarlet fever, said the captain. It is why you see 

him weeping. 
It has been a decade, said a velveted traveler. 
He has a demon, the sailors said. She brings weather.
The sailors had faces like the roiling water in the wake of the ship. 

Descartes said, the Anger of those who turn pale is more to be feared than the 
Anger of those who blush.

The captain pried open the trunk. 
Cog snarled at the sailors and leapt for the captain’s throat. 
The furnaces of the sailors’ hearts heated their blood and they thrashed 

the dog.
The dog’s legs twitched and his tongue lapped the deck. 
These mechanisms persist even as life has ceased, observed Descartes. 
Francine said, Cog.
The sailors shoved one another aside to get away. Then the sailors 

shoved one another aside to peer into the box. 
They dragged Francine onto the deck, tore off her gown, and she 

repeated, Cog.
The sailors ripped open the seams of her leather, vexing her delicate 

wheels within wheels.
The clockwork shuddered and the sailors cast her overboard.
In the water Francine looked bent. 
This is due to refraction, said Descartes. Senses are deceivers. 
Cog, she called. Cog, I shall now close my eyes, stop my ears, withdraw all 

my senses, efface from my very thoughts all images of corporeal things. Thus, con-
sidering my own nature, I shall try little by little to better know myself.

Francine scattered on the floor of the sea where her wandering parts 
trailed plankton and tiny crustaceans fed amidst her intricacies.

Descartes brought down the hinges of his heavy eyelids.


