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It is nice, at long last, to have the 
privilege of reading the words of Sir 
Isaac Newton as the volumes of his 
Correspondence are published. The 
greatest is also almost the last of the 
quintessential heroes of science to re­
ceive the full modern treatment of 
scholarly editing. It has, indeed, long 
appeared almost scandalous that New­
ton's correspondence and complete 
works, as well as the enormous mass 
of manuscript material, have waited so 
long for adequate handling. Again and 
again the demand has been made, nota­
bly in 1924 by J. L. E. Dreyer, who 
had the great experience of almost 
singlehandedly performing the same 
biographical midwifery for Tycho Brahe 
by producing a masterful and sufficient 
edition of Brahe's works. 

Nevertheless, the difficulties have 
been enormous in Newton's case, and 
for many years the project appeared 
subject to an insuperable fate not only 
because of internal difficulties inherent 
in a huge bulk of intrinsically difficult 
and highly technical material, but also 
because of external conditions of war­
time and editorial personnel. Now, we 
have the first of the many volumes that 
will be needed to cover the corre­
spondence to and from Newton as well 
as the correspondence between his con­
temporaries that bears directly on his 
work. The volume fully lives up to all 
expectations. In all, some 1500 letters 
will be published, as well as sundry 
short and unpublished manuscripts illus­
trating Newton's life and work. 

Of the 156 items printed here, only 
19 (mostly letters to Newton) are ap­
pearing for the first time; the others 
were already available, but in most 
cases they were incomplete and often 
miscopied and were in markedly in­
ferior editions. Now they are all criti­
cally edited in chronological order and 
amplified with a series of notes. The 
discussions of the technical content of 
the letters represent a tour de force 
of "hard" history of science, and we 
shall long be grateful to H. W. Turn-
bull and to his editorial successor, J. F. 
Scott, for their most lucid explanations, 
in modern terms, of the technical con­
tent of the mathematical and optical 
passages. 

Among the apparatus in this edition 
is a series of biographical notes and an 
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index. Neither seems to me quite worthy 
of a work on this scale. It will irritate 
those who are interested enough to use 
this edition that thumbnail biographies 
are given of such people as Descartes, 
Hooke, Wren, and Huygens. Such in­
formation is doubtless needed for the 
host of minor actors on this stage, but 
it might have been better to provide a 
biobibliographical index at the end of 
each volume or in a terminal volume 
instead of all these mentions passim. 
The index, although competently ex­
ecuted, is not quite complete since 
several names and subjects mentioned 
in the footnotes are not covered; in the 
arrangement, until one gets used to the 
secret code and mystery of this sort of 
librarianship, it is difficult to know that 
the subheadings under Newten, Isaac 
should be given in the following order: 
letters to various people, description of 
telescope, manuscripts by Newton, 
letters from various people (a selection 
of entries beginning often with a his 
or and masks the alphabetical order). 

Although this volume avowedly cov­
ers some 14 years of correspondence, 
two comparatively trivial items account 
for the entire first seven years of the 
period. During the rest of this time one 
is dealing with the Newton of the 
Opticks rather than of the Principia 
Mathematica. Some mathematics there 
certainly is, but by far the most im­
portant sections deal with the funda­
mental discoveries on light and color 
and with the reflecting telescope. It is a 
loss, at this point, that the editors have 
not accorded the status of a document 
to Newton's own telescope which he 
made and which is preserved in the 
rooms of the Royal Society; its photo­
graph might well have been placed ad­
jacent to plates 1 and 2. 

For the nontechnical historian, it is a 
bitter pill that in his letter writing, New­
ton represents a pole opposite to Aubrey 
and Pepys; his letters are devoid of any 
delicious morsels of personal comment 
and chitchat. In an age when the sci­
entific journal had not entirely assumed 
its place as a dominant carrier of sci­
entific information, the professional 
letter was often a rather formal preprint 
and not in any way an expression of 
personality. However, this section of 
the correspondence now exposes all the 
elements of the controversies between 
Newton and his contemporaries, notably 
Hooke; from this correspondence one 
can better appreciate the psychological 
peculiarities of Newton and Hooke 
(they both had more than a modicum of 
these) and also those of Henry Olden­

burg, secretary of the Royal Society, 
who apparently considered it his duty 
and pleasure to misinterpret and inflame 
the one genius against the other. 

For all historians of science, this edi­
tion will stand as a monumental classic 
of most precious source material, in 
which we shall have to quarry for the 
next several generations. What we need 
now is to be assured of reasonably rapid 
publication of the remaining volumes 
of correspondence and of scholarly 
editing, now that the pace is increased, 
of all the other printed and manuscript 
Newton material. The humanistic exam­
ination of science, long underpaid and 
understaffed, is now rapidly becoming 
popular and populated. In our efforts 
to understand the way in which science 
works, the Correspondence will be one 
of our most valuable and cherished 
resources. 
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"The Papers of Benjamin Franklin is 
intended to be comprehensive. It can­
not, of course, be complete . . . " (page 
xxi); this publication idea "was born 
one evening in 1952 . . ." (page xi), 
it took shape in conferences between 
officials of Yale University and the 
American Philosophical Society, with 
assurance by Henry R. Luce "of a 
substantial gift in the name of Life." 
By 1954, on the date of Franklin's 
birth, the project was sufficiently or­
ganized to be publicly announced. Now 
the first volume has appeared, printed 
in a new type that was cut for this 
work, adorned with seven picture plates 
and the complete photographic facsimile 
of the first annual almanac of Poor 
Richard (1733). 

The introduction first describes both 
the previous, partial publications and 
the search for scattered Franklin papers. 
"We began as scholars, but have be­
come sleuths and venturesome serendi-
pitists as well" (page xxix). The prin­
ciples of selection from the large legacy 
of papers and the form of presentation 
are explained in detail. The full text 
of every document of Franklin's career, 
written by Franklin alone or with 
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