
READING COMPREHENSION
DESCARTES AND THE FLY

Unità 2 La rappresentazione di dati e fenomeni

The Cartesian graph is the most used means of representing 
data and physical relationships in visual form.

It carries the name of René Descartes, whom we know 
in Italy as Renato Cartesio, the French philosopher and 
mathematician who was born in 1596 in a small village then 
known as La Haye en Touraine and which now bears the 
name of the genius Descartes.

One day Descartes was in his room when he saw a fly, 
which was flying here and there over his head, and every now 
and then paused on the ceiling. It was through observing 
the motion of the insect that Descartes had a great idea: he 
could determine the exact position of the fly on the ceiling by 
measuring its distance from the two side walls of the room 
that were perpendicular to each other. All one had to do 
was draw two lines that, with their origin at the point where 
the fly paused, touched the two side walls to form a right 
angle. Once the length of these two lines was measured, the 
position of the fly was unequivocally determined. Descartes 
understood that the position of any object could be identified 
using this method. The Cartesian plane was thus born.

In 1637, Descartes published this great insight in the 

third of three essays (Dioptrics, Meteorology, Geometry) that 
accompanied his work entitled Discourse on the Method of 
Rightly Conducting One’s Reason and Seeking Truth in the 
Sciences.

In what fields or objects of everyday use is the idea of 
the Cartesian plane applied?
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True or false?
a. The Cartesian graph can be used to represent 

physical relationships such as the volume of a 
gas against its temperature.

b. Descartes devised the Cartesian plane after 
many months of study.

c. The Cartesian plane is only of historical 
interest, not of everyday use.

d. Descartes’ Discourse on the Method was 
purely about geometry.

Complete with:
Descartes • Cartesian • identified • distance • exact • object • 
right • unequivocally • fly • basis • perpendicular • lines • 
measured
In observing the motion of a _____, _________ had a gre-
at idea: he could determine the _______ position of the 
fly on the ceiling on the _______ of its __________ from 
the two side walls of the room that were _________ to 
each other. All one had to do was draw two _______ that, 
with their origin at the point where the fly paused, touch 
the two side walls to form a _______ angle. Once the len-
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gth of these two lines is _________, the position of the 
fly is determined _________. Descartes understood that 
the position of any ________ could be _______ using this 
method. The ________ plane was thus born.

Match questions and answers.

QUESTIONS ANSWERS

A. What can the 
carthesian graph 
be used for?

1. In a moment of inspiration, 
whilst observing a fly, he saw 
that its position could be 
described by reference to its 
distance from two walls that 
formed a right angle.

B. How did the idea 
of the Cartesian 
plane come to 
Descartes?

2. It can be used to represent 
data and physical 
relationships in visual form.

C. When did 
Descartes tell the 
world about his 
discovery?

3. Descartes published details  
of his Cartesian plane  
in 1637.

A. _________   B. __________  C. _________
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