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(b. Montluçon, France, 8 December 1594 or 31 December 1598; d. Lagny-sur-Marne, France, 20 August 1677),
physics, astronomy.
The son of a minor provincial official, Petit spent his early adult life as contrôleur de l’election in Montluçon. In 1633 he
traveled to Paris and was appointed Commissaire Provincial de l’Artillerie by Richelieu; he became Intendant Général des
Fortifications in 1649. Petit’s governmental career was complemented by an active role in French science for more than four
decades.
A member of the group of savants meeting at Marin Mersenne’s lodgings in the Place Royale, he exemplified those
investigators who, in contrast to the increasingly doctrinaire Cartesians, emphasized the importance of accurate experimental
observation in validating scientific theories. Petit criticized the lack of adequate astronomical facilities, which he thought had
prevented the French from keeping abreast of observations made elsewhere in Europe, and urged the establishment of a royal
observatory. His private collection of telescopes and instruments was among the best in Paris and included a number of his
own inventions, most notably a perfected filar micrometer later used by Cassini I.
Petit worked with or knew many of the major scientists of the period. In 1646 he collaborated with Blaise Pascal in Rouen and
repeated Torricelli’s experiment on the barometric vacuum. A regular correspondent of Henry Oldenburg, Petit was keenly
interested in the scientific studies pursued in England and played a central role in faciliting the exchange of ideas and
inventions between the two national communities. His Dissertation sur la nature des comètes (1665) was praised in England
and on the Continent for the accuracy and completeness of its observations and discussion; his studies on magnetic declination
were equally well-praised. A leading member of the Montmor Academy, Petit was a forceful advocate for the creation of an
official science organization. He was, however, ignored by Colbert in the initial selection of members of the Academie Royale
des Sciences in 1666; this surprising disappointment was partially compensated for by Petit’s election as one of the first
foreign follows of the Royal Society of London in April 1667.
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