Excerpts from Coming of Age in the Milky Way (1988) 

by Timothy Ferris

Newton created a mathematically quantified account of gravitation that embraced terrestrial and celestial phenomena alike.  In doing so he demolished the Aristotelian bifurcation of the universe into two realms, one above and one below the moon, and established a physical basis for the Copernican universe.  The thoroughness and assurance with which he accomplished this task were such that his theory came to be regarded, for more than two centuries thereafter, as something close to the received word of God.  Even today . . . most of us continue to think in Newtonian terms, and Newton’s laws still work well enough to guide spacecraft to the moon and planets.  (“I think Isaac Newton is doing most of the driving now,” said astronaut Bill Anders, when asked by his son who was “driving” the Apollo 8 spacecraft carrying him to the moon.)

Yet the man whose explication of the cosmos lives on in a billion minds was himself one of the strangest and most remotely inaccessible individuals who ever lived.  When John Maynard Keynes purchased a trunk full of Newton’s papers at auction, he was startled to find that it was full of notes on alchemy, biblical prophecy, and the reconstruction from Hebraic texts of the floor plan of the temple of Jerusalem, which Newton took to be “an emblem of the system of the world.”  “Newton was not the first of the age of reason,” a shaken Keynes told a gathering at the Royal Society.  “He was the last of the magicians, the last of the Babylonians and Sumerians.”  Newton was isolated, too, by the singular power of his intellect.  Richard Westfall spent twenty years writing a highly perceptive scholarly biography of Newton, yet confessed, in the first paragraph of its preface, that

The more I have studied him, the more Newton has receded from me . . . The end result of my study of Newton has served to convince me that with him there is no measure.  He has become for me wholly other, one of the tiny handful of supreme geniuses who have shaped the categories of the human intellect, a man not finally reducible to the criteria by which we comprehend our fellow beings . . . 

[At Cambridge University] he filled his lonely life with books.  “Amicus Plato, amicus Aristoteles magis amica veritas,” he wrote in his student notebook—“Plato is my friend, Aristotle was my friend, but my greatest friend is truth.” . . . Newton’s studies, like those of many a clever undergraduate, were eclectic . . . but he pursued them with unique intensity.  Nothing, least of all his personal comfort, could deter him when he was on to a question of interest: To investigate the anatomy of the eye he stuck a bodkin “betwixt my eye and the bone as near to the backside of my eye as I could,” and he once stared at the sun for so long that it took several days of recuperation in a dark room before his vision returned to normal.

For a time he drew inspiration from the books of René Descartes, a kindred spirit.  Descartes like Newton had been a frail child, brought up by his grandmother, and both men were seized by an all-embracing vision while in their early twenties . . . Descartes died more than a decade before Newton arrived at Cambridge, but his works were very much alive among the “brisk part” of the faculty—those whose intellectual horizons were not bounded by Aristotle’s.

But if Newton learned a great deal from Descartes’s Principia Philosophiae . . . he was always happiest in contention, and Descartes’s philosophy promoted in him an equal and opposite reaction.  Descartes’s disapproval of atomism helped turn Newton into a confirmed atomist.  Descartes’s vortex theory of the solar system became a foil for Newton’s demonstration that vortices could not account for Kepler’s laws of planetary motion.  Descartes’s emphasis on depicting motion algebraically encouraged Newton to develop dynamics written in terms of algebra’s alternative, geometry; as this was not yet mathematically feasible, Newton found it necessary to invent a new branch of mathematics, the calculus . . .

Soon after his graduation the university was closed owing to an epidemic of the plague, and Newton went home.  There he had ample time to think.  One day . . . he hit upon the grand theory that had eluded Kepler and Galileo—a single, comprehensive account of how the force of gravitation dictates the motion of the moon and planets . . . 

Excerpts from Compton’s Pictured Encyclopedia (vol. 6, 1927)

The Man who Discovered the Laws that Rule the Universe

Newton, Sir Isaac (1642-1727).  “Nature and Nature’s laws lay hid in night” for ages, but light slowly broke in the 17th century.  Last of a great line of forerunners of the dawn, Galileo died in January 1642.  That same year saw the birth of one greater than he, destined to shed the full light of day on the work of his predecessors . . .

To compare the 17th century with the 20th is like comparing a stagecoach and an airplane or a wax candle and an electric light.  In ideas the two centuries are even farther apart than in inventions, and the difference is largely due to the sudden flood of light poured on the order of the world by Newton.  To realize what his discoveries mean to us, therefore, we must try to look a little way into the minds of men of two or three centuries ago.

In the first place, the iron clutch of authority on beliefs was only gradually being hammered loose by observation and experiment . . .  when you asked a question about anything in the universe, you were answered, not by “Watch and find out,” or “Try and see it,” but “Here is what Aristotle, or St. Augustine (or some other writer dead a thousand years) says about it.”  Only a few bold souls realized that the one great “authority” on Nature is Nature herself, and had dared to put their questions to that greatest of teachers in the form of experiments . . .

What passed for natural science in most people’s minds before Newton’s time was a mere hash of childish curiosities and far-fetched fables . . .  What we call the “natural sciences” had no place in a “liberal education” at that time, for the very good reason that as yet they scarcely existed.  The nature of light, of heat, of sound, and of electricity were unknown; chemistry was still befogged with alchemy, and astronomy with astrology . . .

The classical Greek and Latin education of the times must, indeed, have been deadly dull to a mind like Newton’s, all alive with curiosity about the universe of nature . . . 

Just when Newton began to study again the problem of gravitation is not known, but in 1684 the astronomer Edmund Halley stumbled upon the fact that the quiet Cambridge scholar had worked out in solitude the principles of the theory.  At Halley’s urgent desire, Newton set forth in the great work generally called the ‘Principia’ . . . It is said that there were not 12 men in Europe capable of understanding this book at its publication in 1687.  It has been called the greatest single contribution to science ever made by one man.  It established the ideas of “mass” and “force,” the principles of the mechanics of the heavenly bodies, and the science of theoretical mechanics as it exists today.

Far from seeking recognition for his work, Newton shrank from publicity to a degree that is almost unknown today.  Controversy was distasteful to him . . . [2477-2478]

1) What is the image of Newton portrayed by Ferris?  

2) What is the image of Newton portrayed in the encyclopedia article from 1927?

3) How do these portrayals of Newton differ from each other?  How do they differ from the A&E Biography, The Gravity of Genius?

