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Antiquitas Non Fingo:
Newton, the Moderns and the Science of Ancient History

Alessio Mattana

Abstract: In his posthumous The Chronology of the Ancient Kingdoms Amended (1728), Isaac
Newton re-dated a number of signfiicant events in ancient history, most importantly the
Argonautic Expedition and the Fall of Troy. This article explores the eighteenth-century
reception of the Chronology as a text contiguous with Newton’s previous works on natural
philosophy. In particular, the Chronology was considered as proof that the moderns had made
history into a scientific discipline based on principles like those delineated in Newton’s

Principia.
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Isaac Newton’s The Chronology of the Ancient Kingdoms Amended was published in 1728,
just one year after the death of its author. The work has a complex editorial history that has
been recently reconstructed by Cornelis J. Schilt. Newton had initially written an abstract of
his private chronological studies for Prince Caroline of Ansbach in 1717, which came to be
known as the ‘Short Chronicle’. After circulating in a pirated French translation (probably
smuggled by Italian gentleman philosopher Antonio Conti), the ‘Short Chronicle’ was
eventually published as the Abregé de la Chronologie in 1725 without Newton’s approval.'

In the Abstract (as it was known in Britain), Newton re-dates a number of important events
in ancient history. The Argonautic Expedition and the Fall of Troy were placed by Newton on
937 and 904 BC respectively, some three hundred years later than established by scholarly
consensus. Since it was Newton who had made these claims, the Abregé attracted a great deal
of attention. It also drew fierce criticism by highly-respected French experts of antiquity such
as Jesuit father Etienne Souciet and, in particular, belletrist and antiquarian Nicolas Fréret.
Piqued against what he saw as a summary dismissal of a pirated abstract, in the final years of
his life Newton worked on the full text of the Chronology for publication. He did not live to
see the results, for the Chronology was published posthumously thanks to the joint efforts of
John Conduitt, who was Newton’s executor, and, as Schilt has shown, antiquarian and

experimental philosopher Martin Folkes.



As the final work of a scientific genius widely regarded as having led a revolution in
philosophy, the anticipation for the Chronology was great. The book was expected to be of a
piece with Newton’s scientific output, and its opening statement that ‘[t]he Grecian Antiquities
are full of Poetical Fictions’ seemed to confirm this impression.? Much as the Philosophiae
Mathematica Principia Naturalis (1687) and the Opticks (1704), eschewing hypotheses
appeared to be the method deployed to produce knowledge in ancient chronology too. In this
paper, I claim that Newton’s Chronology was appropriated to make the philosopher into a
champion of the moderns in contrast to the credulous ancients. Although contrary to both
Newton’s cautious approach to historical enquiries and his goal to restore the prisca sapientia
of Greek heliocentrists, Newton’s Chronology was understood as the proof that the moderns

could make history scientific and thus know antiquity better than the ancients themselves.

Newton, the ‘Hypotheses Non Fingo’ and the Moderns

In the General Scholium to the second edition of Principia published in 1713, Newton
famously wrote that ‘hypotheses non fingo’. This succinct Latin motto is the precipitate of a
lifelong project to drive fiction away from the study of natural philosophy. Dating back to his
first official communications to the Royal Society, such as the 1672 ‘New Theory about Light
and Colors’ letter, Newton declared that he would never ‘mingle conjectures with certainties’
in physical investigations — a view that fellow experimental philosophers found controversial.?
In Principia and Opticks, the two works which secured his public fame, Newton further
denounced the use of hypotheses. The very first sentence of the Opticks states the purpose ‘not
to explain the Properties of Light by Hypotheses, but to propose and prove them by Reason
and Experiments’.* The point made by Newton was that speculative hypotheses had no place
in natural philosophy. Accordingly, in Query 28 — first added to the Latin translation Optice
(1706) and translated back into English in the second edition of Opticks (1718) — Newton
attacked unnamed ‘philosophers’ (most likely Descartes and his followers) who kept on
‘feigning hypotheses for explaining all things mechanically’, whereas the ‘main Business of
natural Philosophy is to argue from Phaenomena without feigning Hypotheses’.>

For various reasons — among which a certain reluctance to engage in public disputes and a
studied reticence aimed at promoting his image as a solitary scholar — the repudiation of

hypotheses is not a point Newton ever elaborated on at length other than in a few scattered



remarks.® One of them is found in the commentary to the third rule for the study of natural

philosophy, which Newton added to the second edition of the Principia (1713):

Certainly idle fancies ought not to be fabricated recklessly against the evidence of
experiments, nor should we depart from the analogy of nature, since nature is always

simple and ever consonant with itself.’

Newton considered hypotheses as unfaithful surrogates of nature. By creating conjectures, the
faculty of imagination replaces the evidence of experiments and observations with fictions that,
although verisimilar, are erroneous representations of reality.® Therefore, observers who wish
to know natural phenomena must constrain their imagination. Newton synthetized this position
in the ‘hypotheses non fingo’, an expression that, contrary to the translation offered by Andrew
Motte in 1729, is best rendered as ‘I do not feign hypotheses’ (rather than ‘I do not frame
hypotheses’). The verb fingere, from which the noun fictio derives, is essential to Newton’s
point: the fictional hypotheses produced by the imagination are the distorting factor that hinders
the attainment of truth about nature.’

As Alan Shapiro observes, Newton’s pronouncements against hypotheses is not absolute.
Newton’s aim was to ‘demarcate the conjectural from the certain’, so the hypotheses he wished
to eschew were what Shapiro calls ‘conjectural causal explanations’ — that is, hypothetical
explanations of natural phenomena that are not put to the test of experiment.!'® This distinction
between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ hypotheses helps explain why Newton used the word ‘hypotheses’
in the first edition of the Principia and devoted the final section of his Opticks to speculative
‘Queries’ (in which he postulated the existence of a subtle aether acting between bodies, for
instance).!! Only in the 1715 anonymous review of the Commercium (the Royal Society report
on the calculus dispute between Leibniz and Newton himself) would this distinction be clearly
stated. ‘We are not to fill this Philosophy with Opinions which cannot be proved by
Phenomena’, Newton wrote, and ‘Hypotheses have no place, unless as Conjectures or
Questions proposed to be examined by Experiments’.!?

While this nuanced distinction between fictional and experimental hypotheses went mostly
unnoticed to the general public, the invitation to avoid hypotheses was rapidly becoming a
general precept used in the conversation of high society. According to Francis Hauksbee, an
experimental philosopher close to Newton, the ‘learned World’ were then ‘now almost

generally convinced that instead of amusing themselves with Vain Hypothesis, which seem to



differ little from Romances’, must ground their knowledge on ‘Demonstrations and
Conclusions founded upon Experiments judiciously and accurately made’.!* The popularity of
Newton’s anathema against conjectures was due to at least two factors. One was the enormous
social influence Newton had been accruing over the years. His soaring popularity, not unlike
that of famous aristocrats, made his views very fashionable even among laypersons.'* The other
factor was the spread of Newton’s ideas in society at large. Popularizations proved instrumental
in divesting Newton’s key ideas of the forbidding mathematics in which they were originally
conveyed. In particular, the indictment of hypotheses was distilled into a more captivating
language. In the preface to the second edition of the Principia, Roger Cotes, Newton’s close
assistant and Plumian Professor of Mathematics, explained that the ‘true constitutions of things
[...] is obviously to be sought in vain from false conjectures’. Persevering in this habit is the
same as ‘drifting off into dreams’ or, even worse, ‘putting together a romance, elegant perhaps
and charming, but nevertheless a romance’.!® Prefacing the Principia with the analogy between
hypotheses and the romance (a genre well known to the reading public for its unrealistic plots
and fantastical notions) made the ‘hypotheses non fingo’ accessible to a wider audience.'® This
was no small feat, given the Principia’s reputation as a book ‘for the Few’ because of ‘the
Manner and Matter of it placing it out of the Reach of the Generality even of Learned
Readers’.!’

This is where a divide between Newton’s own ideas and their public dissemination was
formed. Second- and third-hand readings of the Principia and the Opticks, as well as public
demonstrations, poems and letters, elaborated on the import of Newton’s ideas for British
society at large.'® As this happened, Newton’s ideas came to be separated from Newtonianism,
a multifaceted cultural process which, following Betty Jo Teeter Dobbs and Margaret Jacob,
may be loosely defined as the ‘different and complex appropriations of Newton’s work that
occurred in the eighteenth century’.!® A clarification is in order here. Earlier I implied that
Newton’s public figure and the diffusion of his ideas were two separate processes. In fact,
popularisations, commentaries and celebratory material presented Newton as the hero who had
true knowledge available to the many.?° This process started with the publication of the first
edition of the Principia, which was premised by a Latin poem written by astronomer Edmund
Halley, the man who had persuaded Newton to publish the book.?! Halley’s An Ode on This
Splendid Ornament of Our Time and Our Nation describes Newton as ‘dear to the Muses’
(‘Musis charum’, in the original), a status obtained thanks to his ability to open ‘the treasure

chest of Hidden Truth’ ( ‘clausi [...] scrinia veri’). Newton thus marks a turning point in



history. Once the Principia unveiled the secrets of nature, Newton’s readers were also lifted to
the same level of penetration enjoyed by its author. As Halley put it, Newton ‘[e]xalted the
human lot’ (‘humanam sortem [...] extulit’) by admitting everybody ‘to the banquet of the
gods’ (‘Superis convivae admittur’).??

According to Henry Pemberton’s widely-read 4 View of Sir Isaac Newton’s Philosophy
(1728), one of the merits of Newton lies with his having shown that the human mind has a
penchant for ‘the contemplation of truth’ and the discovery of causes. Love for truth is not
limited to the few brilliant minds who mastered the superior mathematics required to read the
Principia in its entirety.?> As Pemberton argues, ‘all men are moved with a strong desire after
knowledge, esteeming it honourable to excel therein; and holding it, on the contrary,
disgraceful to mistake, err, or be in any way deceived’.>* It was Newton who had shown that
by avoiding hypotheses everybody could be bestowed with the power to know without being
deceived — a power that nobody prior to Newton’s coming had ever enjoyed. As a 1753 issue
of Adventurer concluded with powerful imagery, ‘{w]e are now no longer to wander through
the intricate mazes of hypothesis and conjecture’, for Newton ‘has dissolved the chaos, and
separated the light from the darkness’.®

The darkness in question could be that of impious foreigners like Descartes and Spinoza, or
that of countrymen like John Toland or Thomas Hobbes who were regularly accused of
adopting heretical positions.? More often, however, it referred to the conjectures made by the
ancients, over whom Newton had reportedly sanctioned the epistemological superiority of the
moderns. A flavour of just how widespread this belief was may be gained from the words of
George Gordon, one of Newton’s staunchest critics. Gordon argued that Newton had failed to
practice what he preached, inasmuch as concepts like universal gravitation were ‘Instances of
unintelligible Causes’ which, notwithstanding their ‘Mathematical Dress’, were ‘as monstrous
as any of the Fictions of Antiquity’.?’ Although scathing about Newton, Gordon’s attack is
based on the transition from the credulity of the ancients to the penetration of the moderns
which was commonly associated with Newton’s advent. To understand what these ‘Fictions of
Antiquity’ exactly referred to, we need to disentangle a few strands in the development of the
image of Newton as a champion of the moderns.

In the English version of the querelle between the ancients and the moderns, Newton’s name
was often made to exemplify the breakthroughs of modern experimental philosophy. As Greg
Lynall reminds us, this is what happened when the Royal Society asked one of his fellows,

William Wotton, to write a survey of knowledge that celebrated modern learning in response



to William Temple’s Essay upon Ancient and Modern Learning (1690).2® In Wotton’s
Reflections upon Ancient and Modern Learning (1694), Newton was numbered (alongside the
likes of Boyle, Descartes, Huygens and Leibniz) among the pinnacles of the modern spirit of
science which had amended the fanciful theories of past philosophers. Wotton’s category of
the ‘ancients’ covers a rather long timeframe, from classical antiquity to the period prior to the
publications by the first experimental philosophers. A few years earlier, Halley’s Ode had
similarly pitted the sagacity of those who had read the Principia against a heterogeneous group
of ‘ancients’ that comprised classical philosophers (the ‘veterum Sophorum’, in the Latin
original) and members of the ‘Scholas’ — that is, Scholastics such as Thomas Aquinas.?

After Newton’s death, however, the category of the ‘ancients’ which he was set against
began to be restricted to antiquity proper, especially that of the Greeks.*® Voltaire’s Elements
of the Philosophy of Newton, written in French in 1738 and translated into English in the same
year, presents Newton’s ‘hypotheses non fingo’ as an attack to the fanciful theories of ‘the
Greeks’. As Voltaire contends, ‘there is but one Way that leads to Truth’, and that is that shown
by Newton to shed light on the darkness that Greek philosophers had been engulfed in. The
difference between the philosophy of the ancients and the ‘new Philosophy’ of Newton is
precisely that in the latter no conjectures are feigned. This appears clearly from Voltaire’s
remark that the ‘Name of new Philosophy would be no more than the Title of a new Romance,

if it implied only the Conjectures of a Modern in opposition to the Notions of the Ancients’.!

The Antiquarian Spirit of Newton’s Chronology

Had Newton been able to read Voltaire’s words, chances are he would have disagreed. As an
undergraduate at Cambridge Newton was an avid student of Descartes’ La Géométrie (1637),
but over time he became persuaded that Pythagoras and Plato, as well as geometers like Euclid
and Pappus were superior in their knowledge of nature to the Frenchman — indeed, superior to
all philosophers past and present.’? This remained a long-standing belief. The very Principia
was meant as a restoration of the prisca sapientia, the knowledge of the ancients which,
according to Newton, was corrupted once the philosophy of the Greek geometers had been
popularised for the masses and idolatry had ensued.’®> Newton’s allegiance to the ancients was
clear to people within his inner circle, such as Swiss mathematician Fatio de Duillier, who

reported that ‘Monsieur Newton croit avoir decouvert assez clairement que les Anciens comme



Pythagore, Platon &c. avoient toutes les demonstrations qu'il donne du veritable Systeme du
Monde’, and David Gregory, who noted that when drafting the second edition of Principia,
Newton sought to make parts of his philosophy agree more closely with those of the Greek
heliocentrists.>*

Newton’s interests in the ancient Greeks is key to understanding his historiographical
interests, and, in turn, the Chronology. His proposed reappraisal of ancient chronology is tied
to theological studies, which led him to believe that ancient priests were geometers who
‘possessed a perfect understanding of the true frame of nature’.’® What Newton wanted to
discover was how and why religion was corrupted, and such a question required to accurately
reconstruct the chain of historical events that had made the rise of idolatry possible in the first
place.’® It was with this goal in mind that he did historical research for works intended for
personal use or restricted circulation such as the Theologiae Gentilis Origines Philosophicae
(probably began in 1672) and the Original of Monarchies (1687-93). Both studies were aimed
at synchronizing important dates of antiquity from different annals with those mentioned in the
Bible.

When Newton began his studies on antiquity early in his life, universal chronology was a
hotly-debated topic, one that commentators as erudite as Scaliger, Petavius, Archbishop
Ussher, John Marsham and Henry Dodwell had all engaged with at length. The ‘really thorny
problem’, as Frank Manuel puts it, was to match the events and the names of biblical history
with those that were reported in the records of the Egyptians, the Assyrians, the Babylonians,
the Persians, the Greeks and the Romans.?” In this respect, a particularly salient problem often
raised by seventeenth-century chronologists was that of Greek texts, which were not always
reliable. These made up the bulk of sources available, but their contents were often marred by
fantastical reconstructions of real historical events. In the Chronology, Newton chose to tackle
this problem by analyzing the Greek texts side by side with the annals of the Chaldeans, the
Egyptians and the Persians. The historiographical method used in the Chronology may be
described as comparative close reading, with sources collated together so as to identify the
same events, places and historical characters and sort out any discrepancies in the names and
dates.

By carefully comparing and analysing texts, post-Flood chronology ‘could be written up
with some degree of truth’ 3 As the relatively modest expression suggests, the careful scrutiny
of textual evidence was hardly the same as the methodology of experiments, observations and

mathematical verifications that was adopted in the Principia and the Opticks.>® To be sure,



some of the strategies deployed by Newton to re-date ancient events were based on
mathematical calculations. Historical records from different kingdoms are analyzed to infer
that kings reigned for an average of 18 to 20 years. Postulating that Greek kings before the rise
of the Persian empire reigned 35—40 years each, as was done by Greek chronologers Timaeus
(c.345—c. 250 BC) and Eratosthenes (c. 276—c. 195-194 BC), goes ‘so much beyond the course
of nature’ that it must be fiction.** Moreover, astronomical data — the reconstruction of colures
throughout ancient history and the calculation of axial precession — was also used to date events
in ancient history, most famously the Argonautic expedition.*!

But this is as close as Newton gets to the ‘hypotheses non fingo’. The Chronology is mainly
couched in the interpretations of ancient texts, an area in which Newton was as familiar as the
most learned antiquarians. Even if arguments drawn from astronomy ‘are accounted the surest’,
as Newton himself wrote, the data used to calculate the colures and re-date the Argonautic
expedition was obtained through what Manuel calls ‘a knotty chain of textual exegesis’,
particularly of a fragment of Hipparchus (which reported the description of colures made by
the Greek astronomer Eudoxus); bits from Phenomena, the poem on constellation and celestial
events by Greek poet Aratus; and parts of a later introduction to Phenomena written by Achilles
Tatius. > This point did not escape highly-respected experts of antiquity, such as Jesuit father
Etienne Souciet and, most importantly, the then leading scholar of antiquity Nicolas Fréret.
Fréret, whose commentary to the Abregé was translated and annexed to the publication of
Abridged Chronology in 1727, immediately noticed that Newton’s re-datings were not
mathematically objective but relied on the interpretation of past sources, some of which were
highly controversial.*?

That Newton made use of astronomy and mathematics to amend some of the disputed dates
in antiquity does not entail that he ‘imported into his historical work a version of the
methodology informing his scientific research’, as Mordechai Feingold has claimed.** Newton
was no doubt aware that the evidence fostered in the Chronology, including the astronomical
observations based on which Newton calculates the precession of the equinoxes, did not
amount to the certainty of mathematics which he presented in his scientific works.*> The
evidence presented is rather speculative, and the Chronology lacks the lexicon of demonstration
and certainty that populates the Principia and the Opticks. Perhaps Newton would not have
been happy with Garry W. Trompf’s assessment that his historiographical enterprise ‘was
agonized out of age-old theological premises about scriptural truth, untestable hypotheses

about ancient events and apocalyptic symbology’.*® But a similar point is made in the final



sentence of the introduction to the Chronology, where the ‘amended’ dates are said to depend
on a combination of mathematical calculations, biblical and lay exegesis and the internal
consistency of the Chronology itself.*’ Often, as Manuel notes, these criteria were used
interchangeably, so much so that Newton might be said to treat ‘mere literary tradition as
empirical scientific reality’.*®

This scatter-brained use of sources was typical of antiquaries, but the very use of
mathematics to date chronological events was in a sense traditional to antiquarian studies, as
Newton must have known from close friends like Halley and Folkes, who were both renowned
antiquarians. Before joining the Society of Antiquaries in 1720, for example, Halley had used
astronomical calculations in his ‘Discourse Tending to Prove at what Time and Place, Julius
Caesar Made his first Descent upon Britain’.** Halley himself referred back to a lineage of
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century historians who had tried their hand at such feats, Joseph
Scaliger and Petavius being the most important and influential precursors.’® Significantly,
however, Scaliger had given up using astronomical evidence to establish chronological dates
because the sources on which it rested were not reliable enough. When Fréret chastises Newton
for his naive use of dubious sources (such as Plutarch), the implication is that he had behaved
like the credulous antiquarians described by Rosemary Sweet: amateurish in their enterprise

and ready to take at face value any sources that supported his prejudiced interpretation.>!

Antiquitas Non Fingo: The Scientific History of Ancient Times

The points mentioned above make Newton’s Chronology a relatively conventional work within
the well-established tradition of universal chronology. In spite of this, the Chronology made
waves both in its pirated abstract and its complete version. This was due to both the fame of its
author and the radical claims he had made. As Fréret put it, ‘The bare Name of an Author so
famous as Sir Isaac Newton, is sufficient to raise the Curiosity of the Learned’, a curiosity that
is ‘inhanced, by the singularity of the Opinions’.>> The ‘singularity’ in question is that of the
dates of Greek chronology Newton had drastically changed, especially those of the Argonautic
Expedition and the Fall of Troy.>* As Nikos Kokkinos explains, such dates were the ‘universal
reference points in antiquity’ set by Eratosthenes, who in the seventeenth century was still
widely regarded as having produced ‘the standard chronology of the ancient world’.>

Newton’s alterations were momentous because they went opposite to the consensus of



chronologers past and present and because they were made by a thinker recognized as a genius
across the whole of Europe. In France, however, Newton’s name was not enough to shield him
from criticism. Fréret was straightforward in pointing out that Newton had grossly
misinterpreted past sources, especially those by the ancient astronomers Meton and Eudoxus
and historian Plutarch. According to the French antiquarian, these mistakes were due to
‘Prejudices’ that persisted ‘notwithstanding the Philosophical Light which at present shines in
Europe’ — an unmistakeable jab at Newton’s reputation as the enlightened philosopher of the
‘hypotheses non fingo’.>

The story was quite different in Britain. There, Newton’s dual reputation as a great man and
an infallible philosopher vouched for the scientific validity of the Chronology. In the dedication
to Queen Caroline, John Conduitt stressed Newton’s ‘usual accuracy’ is observable in his
chronological enterprise, with ‘his suggestions’ being supported by ‘all the authorities and
proofs that the whole compass of Science can furnish’.5® But the fact that Newton’s are only
‘suggestions’ (and not ‘principles’) foreshadows that in this case accuracy was a refraction of
Newton’s public reputation rather than something found in the text. This impression is
confirmed by the admission that chronology is ‘in its nature incapable of the demonstration
upon which his other writings are founded’.’

With admirable discursive acrobatics, Conduitt (who was familiar with Newton’s thoughts
from first-hand access to his conversation and private papers) manages to conceal the
imperfections of Newton the Chronologist and give relevance to the infallible Newton of the
moderns — the philosopher of the ‘hypotheses non fingo” who could make all knowledge
demonstratively certain, ancient history included. In this respect, Conduitt’s invocation of
astronomy as a means to ‘illustrate Antiquity’ was something of a bait for the enthusiastic
British contemporaries who were familiar with Newton’s name and were ready to trust

everything that bore his imprint.*8

This strategy failed to persuade everybody, but critics
delivered their remarks very carefully, lest the sacred memory of the late Newton be offended.
In its comment on Newton’s Chronology, the Grub Street Journal made a miracle of politeness
when writing that the ‘extraordinary fame and reputation of this great man in some arts and
sciences, may probably induce persons to pay too great a deference to his opinion in others’.%
Similarly, Arthur Bedford’s Animadversions upon Sir Isaac Newton’s Chronology (1728), a
meticulous breakdown of the inconsistencies in Newton’s work (and the shocking implications

it had on biblical history), recognized that ‘Most People, who have been acquainted with the
superior Parts and Abilities of the Author, conclude, that the Work must be every Way

10



becoming so great a Man’.%® As Bedford’s carefully-worded sentence shows, to the vast
majority of Britons it was enough that Newton had engaged in ancient chronology. For the
‘God-like Man’ who had described nature with exactness, who had guided his contemporaries
‘Thro’ ev’ry Maze’ of knowledge, success was the only possible result.°! As translator and
writer Thomas Cooke put it, any mistakes Newton might have made were but mere ‘spots on
a refulgent Shield’ which commentators should point out with ‘all due Reverence to the
Memory of our learned Author’.%

It was the same propaganda that had made Newton into the champion of the moderns which
enforced the interpretation of the Chronology as the work that made ancient history certain. As
the story went, the same exceptional penetration that had allowed Newton to determine the
laws of nature and unveil the mysteries of light and colour had also enabled the philosopher to
detect the fictions spread by the ancients. According to this view Newton’s reappraisal of
ancient history was based on an intimate knowledge of natural phenomena against which the
validity of all past sources had been measured. The implication of this position was that Newton
knew ancient history better than the ancients themselves, in that he had verified the sources
against those phenomena of nature, such as astronomy, which have always been the same since
the universe was created. By comparing written accounts with the ‘analogy of nature’, Newton
could single out the historical events stemmed by the imagination of the ancient writers and
amend them, bringing order to the confusion that reigned in our knowledge of antiquity.

This is the point developed by Andrew Reid’s in his famous defence of the Chronology,
which was first published in 1728 as an article in his periodical The Present State of the
Republick of Letters and then expanded into a book-length publication dedicated to John
Conduitt. In Reid’s work, ancient history prior to Newton is described as ‘a rude heap of
confusion, without light, order, beauty or use’. Thanks to the philosopher’s judgment and
accuracy — the very same qualities at work in ‘all his other performances’ — a revolution in this
field was eventually brought about. Newton’s arguments, which are drawn from ‘the whole
Compass of Science’, are so compelling that they transmuted the fickle ‘Poets, Historians and
Critics’ of old into gold — that is, into certain knowledge.®* At the end of his long defence, Reid
offers a depiction of Newton as the philosopher who had reformed antiquity for the benefit of

his contemporaries. The passage is so eloquent that it bears quoting at some length:

The great events of Antiquity had long lain like the ruins of some mighty building,

demolished by the injuries of time, and hid in rubbish, notwithstanding the many attempts
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made to repair it. But at last we see the noble structure rise, in all its original symmetry,
strength, and beauty; every material being restored to its ancient and proper place by the
masterly hand of Sir ISAAC NEWTON! a man born to be the honour of his country, and of
human nature itself; the glory of his own age and the admiration of all succeeeding ones;
born for the universal good and improvement of mankind, to instruct them in the most
delightful and useful knowledge and to correct those errors that were in a manner
consecrated by their antiquity, and established by the authority of great names; who alone
has taught us more than all the Philosophers before him; who has so clearly explained the
greatest mysteries of nature and obscurities of history, that he has hardly left us anything

to wonder at but himself.%*

Reid’s rapt words encapsulate the conversion of Newton into the philosopher who could
dissolve all obscurities, though he was hardly the only commentator who carried out this
project. In the 1728 Elogium of Sir Isaac Newton, whose French original was based on notes
provided by John Conduitt, Fontenelle anchored Newton’s authority in amending ancient
chronology in his revolutionary scientific discoveries, emphasising that the ‘main design of
[the] System of Chronology’ was the reformation of ancient chronology through the use of
astronomy.®® This was a rather inaccurate summary of Newton’s work, but the point seemed to
be less what the original contained than its cultural function. This is why, referring to the
abridged version of the Chronology, Fontenelle argues that, notwithstanding the fact that
Newton ‘had no thoughts of publishing’, his contemporaries were justified, compelled even, in
seizing the work from him. In a passage that prominently displays how Newton’s image was

appropriated by his contemporaries, Fontenelle claims that:

A curiosity excited by such a particular piece of Sir Isaac Newton could hardly be
hindered from employing the utmost address to come as so great a treasure, and in truth

they must have been very severe who would have condemned such a curiosity.5®

Such a forceful ‘curiosity’ was the result of the great expectations in Newton’s ability to revise
sources by bringing the study of antiquity to a level of certainty akin to that achieved in the
Principia and the Opticks. Fontenelle’s contention that ‘tho’ it should happen that the strongest
arguments were on one side, and only Sir Isaac’s name on the other, perhaps the World would

remain some time in suspence, and perhaps with reason’ reveals that the real value of the
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Chronology was something of a moot point compared to the expectations produced by its
having been written by none other than Newton, the genius who had shed the light of
demonstration on all knowledge.®” As Manuel has claimed, mathematics in Newton’s hands
‘seemed a universal instrument capable of resolving all problems’, including that of freeing
history ‘from its alloy of mythological fictions’.%® Although the Chronology did not deliver on
these expectations, the reputation of its author in Britain was such that the end result mattered
less than the fact that Newton had engaged in the topic. Being the ‘last production of that vast
and creative Genius’, the Chronology was ipso facto considered ‘as containing as great and
bold a discovery in Chronology, that branch of literature so essential to History, as any made

by him in Astronomy, or Optics’.%’

Conclusion: The Astronomical Principles of Scientific History

As Newton’s figure was claimed by the moderns to sanction their epistemological superiority
over the ancients, the actual merits of the Chronology were progressively disregarded in favour
of the vague claim that Newton had detected the fictions of past sources and reformed ancient
history for good. The complex nuances that animated the original text — Newton’s allegiance
to the ancient Greek geometers and heliocentrists, his initial reluctance to publish the text, the
religious misgivings, the mix of mathematical calculation and textual evidence from dubious
authorities, the criticism advanced by Fréret, and so forth — tended to be smoothed over by the
prestige enjoyed by the image of Newton. It did not matter much that ‘7ruth’ had not been hit
upon, for the Chronology was believed to be ‘so consistent with the course of Nature’ that the
‘fabulous Stories of the Antients’ were considered to have been amended.”

As the years went by, the role played by mathematics to reform the erroneous dates of
antiquity was magnified, to the point that Newton was said to have identified ‘principles’ in
ancient historiography in much the same fashion as he had done with the motion of heavenly
bodies of the Principia. This development seems to be part of a wider trend of appropriation
of Newton’s lexicon of principles and axioms, which, as Paolo Casini has shown, was common
in moral and political discussions from the 1740s.”! Benjamin Martin’s popular Philosophia
Britannica: or a new and comprehensive system of the Newtonian philosophy, astronomy and
geography (1747) went as far as to talk about ‘Astronomical Principles of CHRONOLOGY’ as
the basis of Newton’s reassessment of ancient events.”> Newton’s heavenly discoveries loomed

large in the collective imagination, so the magnification of arguments from astronomy is not
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surprising. But the idea of ‘principles’ in ancient chronology rested less on astronomy per se
than on Newton’s reported familiarity with the ‘course of nature’. As a result, the calculation
of the precession of the equinoxes was usually accompanied by another principle, that of the
average estimate of the reign of each king in antiquity. In the anonymous comment that
appeared in The Monthly Review in 1757, these two ‘fundamental principles’ prove Newton’s
knowledge that the principles of nature are immutable and universal. Historical events that had
been ‘dislocated and obscured by hypotheses, and by the intercalation of a fabulous antiquity’
were restored by Newton ‘to their proper places’ by simply focusing on how nature behaves.”?

Factoring in nature was what made people see Newton’s Chronology as a crucial
development in eighteenth-century historiography, especially the area that dealt with deep
antiquity (XI-VIII centuries BC), the so-called ‘dark age’ of knowledge.”* Samuel Musgrave,
both a classical scholar, a physician and a Royal Society fellow, began his Examination of Sir
Isaac Newton's Objections to the Chronology of the Olympiads by observing that Newton’s
use of ‘mathematical knowledge’ produced laws of nature which were serviceable not only in
understanding natural phenomena but also in ‘unravelling the difficulties of ancient history,
and reconciling the discordant epochas of different nations’.”> Similarly, Joseph Priestley
devoted a section of his 1788 Lectures on History to ‘the Use which Newton has made of
Observations on the Precession of the Equinoxes in rectifying ancient Chronology’. Such a
revolutionary feat, Priestley argues, was made possible because Newton applied ‘principles’
that are ‘founded on nature, and independent of any arguments drawn from scripture’ to ancient
history.”®

While history and chronology were traditionally considered as related, yet separate
disciplines, the distinction disappears in these commentaries on Newton in favour of the more
general concept of ‘scientific history’. The antiquarian erudition typical of chronology gets
sacrificed because studying ‘history scientifically’ means knowing the basic principles of
human nature. It is significant that Priestley’s first requirement for the scientific historian is
philosophical knowledge. This, rather than great familiarity with historical facts, is what allows
the historian to ‘distinguish between the most absurd chimeras of eastern romance, and the
most natural historical relations’.”” In this respect, one could argue that Newton’s Chronology
represented a shift in the way antiquarian enquiries into the ancient past were made. When
James Playfair, member of the Antiquarian Society of Scotland and geographer for the Prince
of Wales, presented his System of Chronology, he was positive that ‘Chronology is a science’.

The method of this science rests not on the correct interpretation of historical sources but on
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the apprehension of ‘things in their natural order’. As Playfair explains, without the aid of a

scientific chronology,

The obscure labyrinths of antiquity could not be pervaded; nor could the materials of
historical information, found in the records of time, be arranged and adjusted. The chain
of causes and effects, that reaches from the creation of the world to the present moment,
would lie disjointed and broken before us. [...] All would be confusion and chaos. When
chronology and history unite their efforts, in tracing the connection and dependence of
events, and in distributing these into proper periods, light arises out of darkness, our

knowledge of human life is improved.’®

Driven by the aim to ‘explain the principles of this science, to trace the great lines of history,
to ascertain the dates of remarkable events’, past chronological accounts are criticized because
they fail to avoid feigning unverified hypotheses.” In a curious ironical twist, Playfair chastises
Newton himself because he had founded his Chronology upon ‘suppositions, which are
admitted without proof’.®® As George Gordon had done early in the century, Newton was once
again accused of having failed to comply with his own ‘hypotheses non fingo’ — that is, of not

measuring up to the standard he himself was believed to have set.
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