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JOHN WESLEY'S SCIENTIFIC EDUCATION 

JOHN C. ENGLISH 

The distinguished Methodist scholar, Sir Herbert Butterfield, has 
called the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century the most im
portant historical event since the rise of Christianity. 1 Even during Wesley's 
lifetime, its repercussions were still being felt; indeed, one could say that 
the Revolution was far from over. The newly discovered facts, and the 
theories generated to explain them, aroused Wesley's curiosity. As a 
theologian, he had to meet the challenges to traditional faith which the 
new science posed, and in his role as "cultural middleman," he felt obliged 
to keep the Methodist preachers and societies informed about it. 

The question arises, what equipment did Wesley bring to these tasks? 
How much science did he actually know? While Wesley was teaching at 
Oxford, he set aside one day a week for the study of metaphysics and 
natural philosophy; 2 the latter phrase includes what we call "science" to
day. Drs. Green and Heitzenrater have provided lists of books which 
Wesley read during this period. 3 The purpose of this paper is to push the 
story back another stage and to consider the scientific education which 
he had received at Christ Church, Oxford, as an undergraduate.4 Thanks 

1Herbert Butterfield, The Origins of Modern Science 1300-1800, new ed. (London: G. Bell 
and Sons, 1958), vii. 
2Vivian H. H. Green, The Young Mr. Wesley: A Study of John Wesley and Oxford (London: 
Edward Arnold Publishers, 1961), 116. 
3Green, 305-19; Richard P. Heitzenrater, "John Wesley and the Oxford Methodists, 1725-35" 
(Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Duke University, 1972), 493-526. 
41nformally at least, Wesley was probably introduced to the natural sciences by his father. As 
a young man, Samuel had had an opportunity, unusual for his time, to become acquainted with 
the latest methods of scientific study. He attended an academy, maintained by a Congregational 
minister, the Rev. Charles Morton, which was equipped with "a Laboratory, and some not incon
siderable Rarities, with Air Pumps, Thermometers, and all sorts of Mathematical Instruments" 
([Samuel Wesley], A Letter from a Country Divine to His Friend in London, Concerning the Educa
tion of Dissenters in Their Private Academies [London: Printed for R. Clavel, 1703], 7). One 
may infer that Samuel Wesley developed an interest in science which persisted throughout his 
life. In 1723, the Rector of Epworth was invited to join the Spalding Gentlemen's Society. This 
organization was devoted both to literary and scientific studies, as the names of Alexander Pope 
and Sir Isaac Newton, two of its honorary members, suggest. The "discoveries in Natural Philosophy" 
which the Spalding gentlemen made were carefully recorded in their Society's minute books. From 
the first, they sought and received the support of the Royal Society, Great Britain's leading scien
tific institution (An Account of the Gentlemen's Society at Spalding: Being an Introduction to 
the Reliquiae Galenae, Bibliotheca Topographica Britannica, no. 20 [London: Printed by J. Nichols, 
1784], iii, v, xxx, xxxii, xxxviii). Apparently the sciences didn't count for much at Charterhouse, 
Wesley's preparatory school, although one of his teachers there, Andrew Tooke, had quite a reputa
tion as a mathematician (Edgar W. Thompson, Wesley at Charterhouse [London: Epworth Press, 
1938], 6). 
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to a manuscript now in the custody of Wesley's Chapel, this neglected 
if not misunderstood subject can be partially clarified. 5 I refer to a 
"notebook" written by Wesley, to which he gave the title, "Compendium 
of Bartholin's Physicks." This "Compendium" is a translation and abridg
ment of a textbook which the Christ Church faculty had assigned; Wesley 
added to it an occasional comment of his own. The text is Caspar 
Thomeson Bartholin, Specimen philsophiae natura/is Praecipua Physicaes 
capita exponens (first edition, 1697). 

Wesley made his translation in 1723 or early 1724.6 It is remarkable 
for several reasons. (a) Sir Isaac Newton died in 1727, not long after John 
Wesley had obtained his bachelor's degree. From our perspective in the 
1990's, Newton is one of the giants in the history of human thought. We 
would expect, I think, the college faculty to assign a Newtonian text in 
science; however, this was not the case. Oxford University was rather slow 
in responding to Newton. A comment by Wesley shows that he was exposed 
to Newtonian ideas while he was an undergraduate, but he didn't learn 
these from the Specimen. (b) Among the "modern" scientists to whom 
Bartholin referred, the most prominent were Rene Descartes and his 
followers. We are accustomed to think of Descartes as an outstanding 
philosopher; in the seventeenth century, and even the eighteenth, he also 
enjoyed a great reputation as a physicist. Wesley's exposure to Cartesian 
science, via Bartholin, may help to explain why he was attracted, in later 
life, to the ideas of John Hutchinson (1674-1737), an influential if eccentric 
opponent of Newton. 7 On most issues, Descartes and Hutchinson were 
poles apart. However, Hutchinson used several Cartesian concepts in his 
book, Moses's Principia. 8 Wesley would have recognized the source. (c) 
Wesley's "eclectic" tendencies are well known to students of his theology. 
He drew upon a variety of sources in order to create a distinctive mixture 
all his own. After his fashion, Bartholin was an eclectic as well. The ideas 
of Aristotle had dominated western science for hundreds of years. So great 
was his authority, that people were reluctant to abandon his doctrines 

5To the best of my knowledge, A. W. Harrison is the only person who has published an 
article on Wesley's manuscript ("One of Wesley's Science Note Books," Proceedings of the 
Wesley Historical Society, 18 [March 1931]: 8-11). Unfortunately Dr. Harrison was not as 
careful as he might have been. He was also writing before the history of science "took off' 
following the Second World War. 
6Personal communication, Frank Baker to John C. English, July 28, 1988. For a discussion 
of the circumstances under which the "Compendium" was written, see my article, "John 
Wesley's Studies As an Undergraduate," Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society, 4i 
(May 1989): 29-37. 
70ver two dozen references to the works of Hutchinson and his followers are to be found 
in Wesley's letters, journals, and other publications. The first one I have noticed comes from 
the year 1747; the last, from 1787. 
8Robert C. Schofield draws attention to this aspect of Hutchinson's thought (Mechanism 
and A1aterialism: British Natural Philosophy in an Age of Reason [Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1970], 122, 123). 
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entirely. Bartholin shared this attitude; he tried to bring together in one 
book concepts drawn from Aristotle as well as Descartes. Perhaps it is 
stretching a point to say that Bartholin reinforced Wesley's tendency to 
combine ideas in an eclectic manner. However, we do see in Wesley's 
approach to science something of Bartholin's respect for the ancient and 
the traditional. For instance, he included in the third edition of his Survey 
of the Wisdom of God in the Creation (1777) a lengthy extract from Louis 
Dutens' Enquiry into the Origin of the Discoveries Attributed to the 
Moderns. 9 Dutens praised the science of the ancient world. He insisted 
that many of the scientific discoveries attributed to Galileo, Newton, and 
other "moderns" had in fact been made either by the Egyptians, Greeks, 
or Romans. 10 

This paper will develop several of the themes which have been in
troduced above. It is divided into four parts: a sketch of Bartholin's life 
and family connections; an outline of his book, together with a few 
comments on his sources; a suggestion that Wesley's "Compendium" il
lustrates the strategy adopted by Christian apologists during the first 
quarter of the eighteenth century; and some remarks concerning the recep
tion of Newtonianism at Oxford. 

Bartholin's Family 

The author of the Specimen, Caspar Thomeson Bartholin, belonged 
to a distinguished family of Danish academicians and medical men. During 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a succession of Bartholins was 
appointed to one or more chairs at the University of Copenhagen. Indeed, 
a recent student of Danish science has referred to a Bartholin "dynasty 
which more or less ruled the university" for four generations, "one of the 
most blatant examples of academic nepotism ever known."11 C. T. Bar
tholin's grandfather, Caspar Berthelsen (1585-1629), taught rhetoric at 
the University and then served as professor of medicine and of divinity. 
His father, Thomas (1616-80), lectured on mathematics during the early 
part of his career; later he became professor of anatomy. The first person 
to describe the human lymphatic system, Thomas is reputed to be the most 
celebrated member of the family. 12 C. T. Bartholin's uncle, Erasmus 
(1625-98), was professor of mathematics (his major interest) and then of 
medicine. He and Frans van Schooten, Jr., mathematics professor at the 

90riginally published in French, 1766; English translation, 1769. 
10John Wesley, ed., A Survey of the Wisdom of God in the Creation: Or, A Compendium 
of Natural Philosophy, 3rd ed. (London: Printed by J. Fry and Company, 1777), V, 5, 82-84, 
99-100. 
110laf Pedersen, "Newton verus Orsted: The Delayed Introduction of Newtonian Physics 
into Denmark," in Newton and the New Direction in Science, ed. G. V. Coyne, S. J. M. 
Heller, and J. Zycinski (Vatican City: Specola Vaticana, 1988), 136. 
12La Grande Encyclopedie (1887-88), V, 532. 
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University of Leiden, were jointly responsible for the second Latin edition 
of Descartes' La Geometrie. 13 Erasmus Bartholin also discovered double 
refraction in Icelandic spar, a phenomenon which he explained in terms 
of Cartesian theory. Newton mentioned Erasmus in his book on optics, 
but he found his description of refraction to be inexact when compared 
with that of Christiaan H uygens. 14 

Caspar Thomeson himself (1655-1738) made a sort of"grand tour," 
studying medicine at universities located in France, Italy, and Holland. 
In 1674, he received the Doctor of Medicine degree from the University 
of Leiden. This is a point of some significance, as will become apparent 
hereafter. He continued the family tradition by .· joining the faculty at 

·. ,;.. 

Copenhagen, where he held a chair in philosophy and then served as 
professor of anatomy. As the discoverer of Bartholin's canal and Bar
tholin's glands, his name has entered into the vocabulary of modern 
medicine. 

Bartholin's Book 

The title of Bartholin's work, Specimen philosophiae natura/is, might 
be translated as "A Sampling of Natur_al Philosophy." The book opens 
with a brief discussion of the methodology to be employed in the study 
of nature. A general part follows, in which the principles and properties 
common to all natural bodies are treated. Thereafter, the discussion 
becomes more specific, and Bartholin describes various kinds of inorganic 
and animate bodies. The chapter titles give a fair idea of the book's con
tent. Below is listed Bartholin's Latin, the number of pages in each of his 
chapters, Wesley's English translations (where available), and the number 
of pages in his chapters. 

I. De Hypothesium Necessitate in Rerum Naturalium explicatione (pp. 1-10); [Of the 
necessity of hypotheses in explaining natural phenomena] (pp. 1-2)15 

II. De Principiis Corporum Naturalium, Materia et Forma (pp. 11-19); Of the Principles 
of Natural Bodies, Matter and Motion (pp. 2-5) 

III. De Affectionibus Corporum, quae inseparabiles sunt a materia; nempe Extensione 
et divisibilitate materiae, loco et tempore (pp. 20-34); Of the inseparable Proper
ties of Matter viz. Extension and Divisibility (pp. 5-7) 

IV. De Motu et Qualitatibus (pp. 35-46); Of Motion (pp. 7-9) 
V. De Calore et Frigore (pp. 46-53); Of Cold and Heat (pp. 9-10) 

VI. De Corpore Fluide et Solido, raro et denso (pp. 53-61); Of Fluid, Soli~, Rare and 
Dense Bodies (Pages 11 and 12 of Wesley's "Compendium" are missing; however, 
his summaries of Bartholin's chapters VI, VII, and VIII must have been very short) 

VII. De Lumine et Colore (pp. 62-71); [Of Light and Color] 

13Caroline L. Thijssen-Schoute, Nederlands Cartesianisme (Amsterdam: N. V. Noord
Hollandsche Uitgevers Maatschappij, 1954), 655. 
14Isaac Newton, Opticks, with a preface by I. Bernard Cohen (New York: Dover Publica
tions, 1979), 354. 
151 have supplied a translation in brackets, when Wesley did not give a title to his chapter. 
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VIII. Do Sono, Sapore et Odore (pp. 71-77); [Of Sound, Taste and Odor] 
IX. De Gravitate et Vi Magnetica (pp. 78-89); Of Gravity and Magnetic Force (pp. 13-15) 
X. De Elementis (pp. 89-95); Of the Elements (p. 15) 

XI. De Mundi Systemate et Corporibus Caelestibus (pp. 95-107); Of the Systems of 
the World and the Heavenly Bodies (pp. 15-19) 

XII. De Aere et Meteoris (pp. 107-122); Of the Air and Meteors (pp. 19-23) 
XIII. De Globo Terraqueo (pp. 122-142); Of the Terraqueous Globe (pp. 23-26) 
XIV. De Corporis Animati Functionibus (pp. 143-175); Of the Functions of an Animate 

Body (pp. 26-45) 

This table of contents can introduce us to an important feature of 
Bartholin's book. It shows the influence of Rene Descartes and his school. 
Notice, for instance, chapter II, "Of the Principles of Natural Bodies." 
According to Aristotle, these principles or "presuppositions of change" 
are three in number: matter, form, and privation. 16 The seventeenth
century authors of scholastic textbooks had repeated these distinctions. 17 

Wesley, following Bartholin's text, stated Descartes' point of view. In the 
latter's judgment, the principles are matter and motion. 

Another illustration: Wesley gave to chapter III the title, "Of the 
inseparable Properties of Matter viz. Extension and Divisibility." Descartes 
had made this point in his book on the Principles of Philosophy. 18 Turning 
to later chapters in the book, one can find further instances of Cartesian 
influence. For example, in chapter X, "Of the Elements," Bartholin listed the 
four elements to which Aristotle referred (fire, air, water, earth) and the three 
which the alchemists recognized (salt, sulphur, mercury). 19 He adopted as his 
own position, however, the account of the elements which Descartes had given. 
The three elements which he described differ from one another only in size, 
shape, and velocity. The first element is a fine dust which moves very rapidly; 
the second consists of round particles, somewhat larger in size; and the third 
is composed of still larger fragments which are the slowest of the lot. 

While Bartholin was familiar with Descartes, he was by no means 
prepared to abandon Aristotle and the scholastics. It seems likely that he 
was influenced by the novantiqua school of philosophy found in 
seventeenth-century Holland. (Bartholin could have become acquainted 
with this school, of course, during his residence at Leiden.) The announced 
purpose of the novantiqua men was to reconcile the philosophies of 
Descartes and Aristotle. In a sense, Descartes himself had authorized this 
endeavor, for he had written toward the close of his Principles, "I should 

16Frederick Copleston, History of Philosophy, Vol. I: Greece and Rome (Westminster, Md.: 
Newman Press, 1959), 308. 
17For a discussion of this point, see Edward G. Ruestow, Physics at Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth-Century Leiden: Philosophy and the New Science in the University (The Hague: 
Martinus Nijhoff, 1973), 18-22. 
18Translated by Valentine R. Miller and Reese P. Miller (Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing 
Company, 1983), 50. 
19Caspar T. Bartholin, Specimen philosophiae natura/is (Oxford: Printed by L. Lichfield, 
1698), 89. 
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also like it to be noted that I have here attempted to explain the entire 
nature of material things in such a way that I have used, for this purpose, 
absolutely no principle which was not accepted by Aristotle and by all 
other Philosophers of all periods: so that this Philosophy is not new, but 
the oldest and most commonplace of all."20 

The Aristotelian to whom Bartholin referred most frequently (30 
times) was Franco Burgersdijck (1560-1636). Burgersdijck (Burgersdicius 
in Latin) was a professor at the University of Leiden, first of logic and 
ethics and then of physics, from 1620 to the end of his life. Burgersdijck 
was an Aristotelian, but an Aristotelian with a difference. He tried to go 
behind the neo-scholasticism which he had learned as a YQUth_, and in a spirit 
of openness, to recover the historical and authentic Aristotle.21 Bartholin also -
cited, albeit very infrequently, a student of Burgersdijck, Adriaan Heereboord 
(1614-61), who occupied the chair in logic at Leiden from 1641 onwards. 
Heereboord was a convert to Descartes' natural philosophy. 22 Howlever, he 
did not reject Aristotelianism in toto. Rather he usedthe old philosophy as 
a yardstick, which would enable the learner to appreciate the originality of 
innovators and to evaluate their arguments. 23 

So far as the Cartesians are concerned, Bartholin cited Descartes 
himself, and especially his Principles of Philosophy, at least sixteen times. 
He was more likely to cite two of Descartes' followers, Antoine LeGrand 
(21 times) and 1 acques Rohault (19 times). LeGrand (? 1620-99) was a 
French Dominican who came to Oxford on the Roman Catholic mission; 
towards the end of his life, he was elected Provincial of his order. Bartholin 
used LeGrand's lnstitutio philosophica secundum principia Renati 
Descartes (1672).24 This book has been called "the last major exposition 
of Cartesianism. "25 Rohault (1620-75) was famous for the weekly lectures 
which he gave at his house in Paris. His Traite de physique (1671), to which 
Bartholin referred, became his "era's leading textbook on natural 
philosophy ."26 During the early eighteenth century, for instance, 

20Trans. Miller and Miller, 283. 
21 Paul A. G. Dibon, La Philosophie Neerlandaise au Steele d'Or, Vol. 1: L'Enseignement 
Philosophique dans les Universites Neerlandaises a rEpoque Pre-Cartesiene (1575-1650) 
(Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1954), 116, 259. For a summary of Burgersdijck's physics, see Ruestow, 
14-33. 
22Paul A. G. Dibon, "Notes Bibliographiques sur les Cartesiens Hollan dais~'' in E. J. 
Dijksterhuis eta/., Descartes et /e Cartesianisme Hollandais: Etudes et Documents .. (Paris: 
Presses Universitaires de France, 1950), 278. 
23Dibon, Enseignement, 117; cf. "Notes Bibliographiques," 296. Ruestow emphasizes 
Heereboord's Aristotelianism (48-60). 
24Bartholin refers only to "LeGrand" and does not specify which of his works he used. 
Comparison of the texts shows that he means the Institutio. 
25Richard A. Watson, The Downfall of Cartesianism 1673-1712 (The Hague: Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1966), 81. 
26Dictionary of Scientific Biography (1975), XI, 506. In his diary for January 1727, Wesley says 
that he was reading "James Rohault" (Heitzenrater, 517). This is probably a reference to the Traite . 
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it was used as a physics text in Newton's own university, Cambridge. What 
is especially significant here is Rohault's portrayal of Descartes as a natural 
philosopher who built upon the foundation laid down by Aristotle. 27 

In accounting for Bartholin's "eclecticism," the influence of the 
medical faculty at Leiden should not be overlooked. Theodoor Craanen 
was appointed to the chair of medicine in 1673; Bartholin probably heard 
his lectures. Craanen was a convinced Cartesian but he was also an eclectic, 
combining ideas drawn from several different scientists. 28 From time to 
time, Bartholin referred to various "empiricists," persons who are well 
known for their appeals to sense-experience or for the experiments which 
they conducted. These authors included the German, Otto von Guericke 
(1602-1686), and, among others, Englishmen such as William Gilbert 
(1540-1603), Francis Bacon (1561-1626), Robert Hooke (1635-1703), and 
especially Robert Boyle (1627-91). The medical men at Leiden may have 
piqued Bartholin's interest in experimentation. The Curators of the Univer
sity opened a chemistry laboratory in 1669. Shortly thereafter Carel De 
Maets (Carolus Desmatius) was appointed Professor of Chemistry (which, 
in the guise of pharmacy, counted as a "medical" subject). 29 He occupied 
this position during Bartholin's residence in Leiden. 

Wesley's Presentation of Bartholin 

I turn now to the question, What did Wesley do with Bartholin's 
book? In order to answer this question, one needs to bear in mind that 
Wesley drafted his "Compendium" as an academic exercise. Bartholin's 
Specimen was part of a systematic program of reading and examination. 
Some of the undergraduates at Christ Church, including Wesley, were 
required to summarize Bartholin (among other books), to present their 
notes to the college officers, and to stand an examination over their reading. 
It is reasonable to infer that these summaries reflect, not so much the 
personal interests of the candidates, as the emphases and preferences of 
their tutors. Let us recall that these teachers- Anglican clergymen all
were responsible for the spiritual welfare of their pupils, as well as their 
intellectual development. 

Given these premises, a distinctive feature of Wesley's "Compendium" 
can be explained. Bartholin devoted approximately eighteen percent of 
his book (chapter XIV) to the organic world. On the other hand, Wesley 
spent forty percent of his space on the same subject. This ratio, I suggest, 

27Paul Vouy, Le Developpement de Ia Physique Cartesienne 1646-1712 (Paris: Librairie 
Philosophique J. Vrin, 1934), 116. 
28 Antonie M. Luyendijk-Elshout, "The Rise and Fall of the Mechanical Philosophical School 
of Theodoor Craanen," in Leiden University in the Seventeenth Century: An Exchange of 
Learning, Edited by T. H. Lungsingh Scheurleer and G. H. M. Posthumus Meyjes (Leiden: 
E. J. Brill, 1975), 298-99. 
29J. W. Van Spronsen, "The Beginning of Chemistry," in Lungsingh Scheuleer, 337. 
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points to a change of strategy on the part of Anglican apologists (among 
whom we may number Wesley's tutors).30 These apologists were called 
upon to defend two positions, the existence of God conceived as the 
Creator-Spirit, in opposition to the "materialism" of Thomas Hobbes and 
1 ohn Toland, and a doctrine of Divine Providence, as over against the 
historical Aristotle and some of the ''modern" deists. They looked to the 
natural sciences- "physics," in the language of the times- for support in 
defending these theological affirmations. Many apologists (Richard 
Bentley, the first Boyle Lecturer, is an outstanding representative of this 

· group) were impressed by the "new" astronomy and celestial mechanics. 
The order of the cosmos, as explicated by Sir Isaa,c _.Newton and others, 
seemed to reinforce and illustrate traditional arguments for the existence' 
of God. The movement of the stars and planets requires a First Efficient 
Cause. The harmony and regularity of these motions implies the existence 
of a Divine Artisan or Creator. A certain conception of Divine Providence 
was associated with these arguments. According to Newton, God has set 
the planets and their moons in concentric orbits; he regulates them so they 
continue in tnese paths. The universe also decays over the course of time 
or, to put it another way, the amount of motion and activity in the universe 
tends to decrease. God acts to replenish. the supply of motion which has 
been lost. This divine supervision of the universe is, in Newton's terms, 
"Providence. "31 

While these arguments were repeated from decade to decade, they 
were not immune to attack and criticism_. Certain apologists, at least, felt 
the need for an alternative or supplementary argument. I suggest, as a 
hypothesis, that Wesley's tutors were influenced by these men. Examples 
of the apologists to whom I refer are John Ray, author of The Wisdom 
of God Manifested in the Works of the Creation (1691) and Three Physico
Theological Discourses (1713), and William Derham, whose Boyle Lectures 
for 1711-12 were published under the title, Physico-Theology (1713). 32 

Each of these clergymen was also a "naturalist," that is to say, a student 
of living nature in the wild. When they constructed their arguments, they 
turned from the inorganic to the organic world, and from efficient to final 
causality. Both Ray and Derham emphasized the adaptation of means 

30This section of my paper owes a great deal to Neal C. Gillespie, "Natural Hi&ctory, Natural 
Theology, and Social Order: John Ray and the 'Newtonian Ideology,'" Journal of the History 
of Biology, 20 (Spring 1987): 1-49. 
31 For information on this theme, see David Kubrin, "Newton and the Cyclical Cosmos: 
Providence and the Mechanical Philosophy," Journal of the History of Ideas, 28 
(July-September 1967): 325-46, and M.A. Hoskin, "Newton, Providence and the Universe 
of the Stars," Journal for the History of Astronomy, 8 (July 1977): 77-1 Ol. 
32Wesley was to read each of these books at a later point in his career (Heitzenrater, 502, 
516). Still later, he attacked Derham's study of butterflies as a waste of time (Works of John 
Wesley, Volume Ill: Sermons 71-114, Edited by Albert C. Outler [Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1986], 1 09). 
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to ends. 33 Only the existence of an All-Wise Deity can account for the perfect 
articulation between the two. Derham was also impressed by the fact that all 
forms of life depend upon one another (thus anticipating, after a fashion, 
the concerns of modern ecologists and environmentalists). This is an argu
ment for Divine Providence, he said. The whole natural order works together 
for the good of all the species (not just of human beings, let it be noted). 34 

N ewtonianism at Oxford 

The name of Sir Isaac Newton has been invoked above. A. W. 
Harrison apparently believed that Bartholin's account of gravity was 
Newtonian in character. 35 This was a mistake on his part. Several explana
tions of gravity were current in the seventeenth century; Bartholin refers 
primarily to the accounts given by Descartes and Christiaan Huygens. 36 

Be that as it may, Newton does appear in the "Compendium," although 
not by name. As mentioned earlier, Wesley added an occasional remark 
of his own to his summary of Bartholin's book. A revealing example of 
this occurs in chapter IV, "Of Motion." Most of this chapter is a straight
forward exposition of Descartes. According to him, space is a plenum, 
filled with various sorts of bodies. He explained motion in terms of im
pulse, or contact between these quantities of matter. Bartholin (and Wesley) 
duly reported this opinion, but then Wesley added the remark, "That there 
is no Vacuum remains yet to be prov'd. ·we are not oblig'd to believe any con
sequences of it."37 This must refer to Newton's position. Newton rejected con
tact action for action at a distance. In his judgment, space is nearly empty, 
a vacuum in which short- and long-range forces are operating. 

Newtonian science had been taught at Oxford for about a quarter of a 
century before Wesley entered Christ Church. However, as the assignment 
of Bartholin's text illustrates, it was slow to make its way in the University. 
The Newtonian John Keill began to lecture at Hart Hall in 1694; he became 
deputy to Thomas Millington, Sedeleian Professor of Natural Philosophy, 
in 1699 (with the support of Henry Aldrich, Dean of Christ Church), and 
in 1712, Savilian Professor of Astronomy. Keill died in 1721. 

How much did the youthful Wesley know about Newton? What were 
the sources of his knowledge? These are interesting questions, but the 

33 John Ray, The Wisdom of God Manifested in the Works of the Creation (London: Printed 
for Samuel Smith, 1691), 11-12, 148-49; William Derham, Physico-Theology: Or, A 
Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God, from His Works of Creation (London: 
Printed for W. Innys, 1713), 81, 86. 
34Derham, 259-60, 469-70; cf. Ray, 127-28. 
35Harrison, 10. 
36Bartholin, 79-80. 
37"Compendium of Bartholin's Physicks," 8. Wesley affirmed the existence of the vacuum 
in a sermon preached before All Saints Church, Oxford, in 1730 (Works, Volume III: Sermons 
71-114), 282. 
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answers to them can only be speculative. We know that after he became 
a Fellow of Lincoln, Wesley read Newton's Opticks and several books 
written by Newtonian authors. 38 Perhaps, at an earlier point in his career, 
he had read a Newtonian book of which we have no record. He might 
also have picked up some Newton- how much we can only guess- in con
versations with the faculty and his fellow students. I would especially point 
to John Whiteside, F.R.S., a chaplain at Christ Church (1713-29) and 
Keeper of the Ashmolean Museum (1714-29). Whiteside gave a course 
of scientific lectures at the Museum, using his own collection of instruments 
for the demonstrations which accompanied them. 39 The fee for the course 
was a guinea and a half; it is unlikely, therefore, that Wesley heard the . 
lectures. Nevertheless, he might have been acquainted with Whiteside.-

It is possible that Wesley heard Edmond Halley, the man who had 
published, at his own expense, the first edition of Newton's Principia 
(1687). Halley had been named Savilian Professor of Geometry in 1703. 
Following his appointment as Astronomer Roy~l (1721), he spent the 
greater part of his time at Greenwich. On occasion, however, he returned 
to Oxford in order to deliver a lecture.40 Another person whom Wesley 
might have heard was James Bradley, Savilian Professor of Astronomy 
from 1721 to 1762. Bradley is said to have possessed ''one of the most 
original minds of the century.',41 His work as Astronomer Royal (1742 
following) suggests his point of view. In 1747 he presented to the Royal 
Society experimental proof of Newton's theory of gravitation. 

I have the impression that a tilt in the direction of Newtonianism took 
place about the time that Wesley finished his undergraduate studies. Refer
ring to Oxford in 1721, Nicholas Amhurst wrote "that Locke, Clarke and Sir 
Isaac Newton begin to find countenance in the schools, and that Aristotle seems 
to totter on his antient [sic] throne. ,,42 The reference to Aristotle, suitably 
modified, could be applied to Descartes as well. Nevertheless, it took some 
time for the University to absorb Newtonian science. As stated towards the 
beginning of this paper, undergraduates were reading Bartholin, a combina
tion of Aristotle and Descartes, in 1723 and 1724. Bartholin continued to be 
required reading for some men at Christ Church as late as 1762.43 

38Heitzenrater, 513 (Newton); among the Newtonians whom Wesley read were Willem 
'sGravesande, Edmond Halley, and John Keill (Heitzenrater, 506, 509). < . 
39The History of the University of Oxford, Vol. V: The Eighteenth Century> ed. L. S. 
Sutherland and L. G. Mitchell (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), 648-50, 672; Remarks and 
Collections of Thomas Hearne, Publications of the Oxford Historical Society (Oxford: Claren
don Press, 1915), X, 191. 
40/bid., VII (1906), 238, 242, 350; IX (1914), 301; Correspondence and Papers of Edmond 
Halley, Edited by Eugene F. McPike (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932), 130. 
41 History of Oxford, V, 673. 
42Quoted by William R. Ward, Georgian Oxford: University Politics in the Eighteenth Century 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1958), 79. 
43English, "Wesley's Studies," 36. 


