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those lecturers who sought out a broader public than ‘persons of Quality’,

London’s breadth of consumption for science meant an increasing
demand for philosophers. Gresham’s Elizabethan vision of a college as a
clearing house of practical knowledge had been transformed. But it had
been his construction of an Exchange that magnified the market for phi-
losophers. Hence, we need to understand that the market for philosophi-
cal entertainment could not, and need not, have issued from the
repository of the Royal Society or full-blown from the head of Newton.

It was undoubtedly because of the continual promises of improved nav-
igation that the world of traders and seamen provided a particular
response to the peripatetic philosophers of London. Here Hodgson’s cre-
dentials could hardly be questioned. His great business in London had
included The Theory of Navigation Demonstrated, which he had published
in 1706, and this, undoubtedly, served to recommend him to Christ’s
Hospital when he was chosen as mathematics master in 1709. Thus,
Hodgson ultimately retreated into a much more structured world than
the one into which he had ventured in 1702. Nonetheless, it was the
immensely difficult problem of navigation which, as in the time of
Elizabeth and Gresham, continued to recommend the mathematicians to
the merchants of Bishopsgate and the Exchange.

Navigational improvements, especially of latitude and longitude, were
obviously critical to those mercantile circles served by the mathematics
teachers. In the late summer of 1714, the lecturer William Whiston
waited amid the darkness of Hampstead Heath on the northern edge of
London. Whiston was the ideal exponent of public experiment. Like
Galileo, with whom he compared himself, he never hid long in the
shadows when he could create a more dramatic light. Anticipating the
explosion of his rockets above the city, Whiston was actually extending a
process of public spectacle increasingly common among the cosmopoli-
tan promoters of early modern science. But Whiston would prove to be
more than a demonstrator. In the summer after Parliament established
the phenomenal reward of up to £20,000 for the discovery of longitude at
sea, few living within sight or sound of Hampstead Heath could have
escaped the blast of Whiston’s mortars which shattered the evening air
late in 1714 and again in the spring of 1715.

Whiston’s trials had the potential to attract anyone who read his adver-
tisemnents in the daily newspapers and who had the instruments and skill
to report the sightings. Possibly mistaken for a celebration of the
Hanoverian succession, Whiston’s bombs burst into the twilight a mile
high in an experiment in determining longitude. Intended to test the time
between the instantaneous flash of the explosions high over a largely
unsuspecting City and the subsequent report of the sound, Whiston’s
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first experiments were the most startlingly public. Beginning on Saturday
evenings at 8 o’clock, and continuing intermittently for almost two years,
Whiston’s rockets burst over Hampstead, Gravesend and — underlining
the failures of astronomers —~ near the Royal Observatory at Greenwich.

The idea supposedly had first come to Whiston when, at Cambridge
after the Glorious Revolution, he had heard the distant reports of the
guns of the French fleet off Beachy Head in 1690 when they came to the
aid of deposed King James. Or perhaps he had been reminded by the flash
of the fireworks in the celebrations in 1713 for the Treaty of Utrecht,
which had ended the latest war against Louis XIV over the Spanish suc-
cession. Whatever the reason, the attempt to measure distance and posi-
tion clearly had potential. By such means Whiston and Humphrey Ditton
thought they might then be able to create an accurate map of Britain and
its coastline. Such a method, they thought, would overcome the great
difficulties of establishing longitude, especially along the dangerous
Channel coast.

Public experiments were the logical end of Oldenburg’s Philosophical
Transactions. Yet, in the early eighteenth century, Newton wanted nothing
to do with the outspoken Whiston — indeed, he looked upon Whiston’s
vulgar pandering with disgust. In this, at least, Newton apparently
adopted the common attitudes expressed even by bitter anti-Newtonians.
But Newton’s universe was in upheaval in ways even he could barely rec-
ognize. And he evidently shared some of the distrust of those who, for
reasons political, religious or economic, thought their world overturned.
In the 1720s Roger North, a one-time solicitor to the Stuart monarchy
and since a frustrated Jacobite sympathizer, cast his jaundiced eye over
the London of Defoe and Newton. Mixing metaphor with aversion,
North commented on the new world of Newtonian mechanics and
Robert Walpole’s Whig machinations — which Voltaire might celebrate
but North continued to deplore: ‘If any one sees a vessell in the Thames
thrown up by a still tide towards London, would he not say it is conveyed
by the stream rather than attracted by that Monstrous City.®

Sustaining the philosophical flux of the Cartesian ether was a minor
part of the issue, There were tides in the river on which trade — and philos-
ophy - would depend. Voltaire may have praised a world of active forces,
as distinct from a Paris full of Cartesian pressures, but London in the
eighteenth century had established an atmosphere where anything
seemed possible.*® However, the ruin caused by the bursting of the South
Sea Bubble in 1720 in the alleys of the Exchange provoked profound

48 British Library, Add. MSS. 32548, Works of Roger North, no. 2, fols. 51-2.
* Voltaire, Letters on England, trans. Leonard Tancock (Harmondsworth, 1980), Letter 14,
p. 68.
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reactions. The commerce of the Thames had produced a transformation
in philosophy and in the metropolis that was left to Jonathan Swift to
lament and to others to exploit. North’s private but deep dismay was a
reaction to the victory of Newtonian natural philosophy that had fol-
lowed, so he thought, in the wake of Robert Walpole’s rapacious
Whiggery and a triumphant deism. Like Nicholas Hawksmoor’s unfortu-
nate visions, the world had gone to hell.

To look upon London in the aftermath of the South Sea Bubble, and to
recognize in the denizens of Birchin Lane and Exchange Alley the promot-
ers of nitre from May-dew that Sprat had once reported or of sun-
beams extracted from cucumbers, as Swift soon related, was also to reflect
upon what Hogarth then portrayed as the widening gyre of social degener-
ation. This was profoundly to distrust claims of achievement that were dis-
tinctly vulgar and commercial and that left upheaval in their wake. What
had begun in the Mississippi debacle in Paris in 1719 and on the
Amsterdam bourse had crept across the Channel to destroy fortunes and
shatter families in its collapse. Mathematics, in some minds, had gone
mad. Thus, Newton’s remote and obscure self-fashioning above the vulgar
crowd fitted the bill in reinforcing a distance that made the achievement of
natural philosophy an exclusive venture of the virtuoso and the scholar.

It is necessary, in my view, to overcome the history of the philosophical
hero.*® Newton could no more control the market in philosophy than he
could the laws of gravity. Even the notion of a society of ‘Persons of
Quality’ was overtaken by a more common, commercial and potentially
democratic initiative. The very mathematics and experiments which he
had helped create were happily exploited by his exponents. His disciples
such as Harris and Hodgson, who had appointed themselves his apostles,
seized an opportunity and clearly understood the possible expansion of
private patronage into a more public world where the market would be
moulded to the benefit of philosophers. By the 1730s this public was the
mainly anonymous audience of the coffee-houses and those who had wit-
nessed, and puzzled over, the experiments on the mapping of longitude in
the nightly burst of William Whiston’s mortars over Hampstead Heath.’!

% For one such version see Allan Chapman, ‘Edmond Halley’s Use of Historical Evidence
in the Advancement of Science’, Notes and Records of the Royal Society 48 (July 1994), ppP-
167-91.

31 Cambridge University Library, RGO.1/34/119, Sharp to Flamsteed, 18 October 1714;
Trinity College Library, MS. R.4.42, n. 8, Whiston to Roger Cotes, 26 November 1714;
no. 9, Cotes to Whiston, 2 December 1714; no. 11, Whiston to Cotes, 7 April 1715; L.
Stewart, The Rise of Public Science. Rhetoric, Technology, and Natural Philosophy in
Newronian Britain, 1660-1750 (Cambridge, 1992), pp. 190-1; A.J. Turner, ‘In the Wake
of the Act, but Mainly Before’ in William J.H. Andrewes, The Quest Jor Longitude
(Cambridge, Mass., 1996), pp. 116-27; Andrea Rusnock, ‘Correspondence Networks’,
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In 1742, Whiston was still disturbing the peace, this time beyond
Greenwich Observatory from the summit of Shooters Hill.

Like eighteenth-century novelists and painters, the Newtonian lectur-
ers made the image of the solitary, experimental experience one of public
exposition. Thus, as Hooke had once undoubtedly known, the coffee-
houses tied Fellows of the Royal Society to a commerce that turned scien-
tific principles into commodities - ultimately sold by endless itinerant
philosophers in the eighteenth century. The early public performances of
the mathematicians of the Marine and of the Hand and Pen represented
the transfiguration of the social space of natural philosophy. By the can-
dlelight of Cornhill coffee-houses, Hodgson and Harris asserted the uni-
fication of commerce with experiment, of that trade with learning which
Defoe believed had such consequence. London’s dratharic achievement
in natural philosophy was not the genteel, and empiricy contemplation of
a botanic garden or the prediction of an eclipse to calm simple folk. It was
part of a wider national agenda which we might now glimpse in Newton’s
list of discovery and invention.




