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Today I present a paper which is really two paperettes each addressing different aspects of my subject. The first is bibliographic, a discussion of Sir Robert Southwell’s papers, and his own attitudes to them. The second paperette addresses an episode in the history of science by means of one of Southwell’s own manuscripts, which also happens to have been written by him. But do not despair: if you are more of a historian of science than a bibliographer, I have also given you something to distract you for the first twenty minutes or so – namely a mini-edition of the Southwell manuscript I shall later discuss in detail, his ‘Dialogue’ in reaction to the famous and controversial Sacred Theory of the Earth, published by Thomas Burnet throughout the 1680s. And if you would like to see who you are dealing with, you can: Sir Godfrey Kneller’s fine portrait of Southwell hangs at the top of the stairs to the library, next to that of his old friend and colleague Sir Joseph Williamson.
I.

In 1861 the self-styled ‘vellomaniac’ Sir Thomas Phillipps finally fell out with the Bodleian Library in Oxford over the fate of his 60,000-strong manuscript collection, the largest ever assembled by a private collector of any nationality. Phillipps had offered Oxford a compromise: he would give the Bodleian his manuscripts, and they would make him their head librarian. Unfortunately Oxford chose principle over plenty, temporised, and Phillipps consequently broke off correspondence. Eventually the Phillipps collection passed intact through his daughter to Phillipps’ grandson, and thence to public auction. The collection was so large that it took until 1977 for the last residue to be sold.


Phillipps could only have acquired such vast numbers of manuscripts by block purchase. One such occurred in 1836, when Phillipps bought in one swoop upwards of 1600 manuscripts from the major London dealer Thomas Thorpe. These purchases appear in the huge and unwieldy catalogue that Phillipps had compiled and printed between 1837 and 1871, and there appears the Thorpe block, a mêlée of at least a dozen private collections, including that of Sir Robert Southwell (1635-1702), diplomat, civil servant, President of the Royal Society 1690-95, and the subject of this paper.


Phillipps’ indexing of Southwell’s papers was typically inadequate; we can get no accurate idea of Phillipps’ holdings without collating his own catalogue against Thorpe’s sale catalogues. Luckily Thorpe published a catalogue of Southwell’s papers under a separate title, and this allows us to reconstruct Southwell’s own integral archive – or rather that of him and his son Edward and his subsequent line, as Southwell’s beloved surviving son ‘Ned’, who inherited his father’s lands, properties, goods and chattels, proved as obsessive a record keeper as his father had been.
 In addition to Phillipps, the third Lord Lansdowne also bought a section of the Southwell Papers at the 1834 Thorpe auction, and these he joined to the Petty Papers held by his family, now at last in the British Library as part of the Bowood Papers, one of the most exciting archives relevant to the history of early-modern science and technology to have become available over the last decade.


The Southwell Nachlass is of interest to historians of science not just in content but also in form: Southwell himself conceptualised his own papers as an organised and catalogued repository, 
classified and enumerated. To this end he had drawn up a shelf list of his papers divided into 29 classifications by subject, with a similarly classified appendix. We shall return to this shelf list in due course. Southwell is also of interest as a figure who was keen on facilitating the production not just of printed books, but also of manuscript works which he then archived in his repository, and on occasion he circulated additional copies to a tight network of F.R.Ss, most notably Sir William Petty and Samuel Pepys – hence there are a number of items in the Pepys section of the Rawlinson Papers in Bodleian that derive ultimately from Southwell. Southwell also had large scribal collections of documents prepared for him and even duplicated – a few of these can be identified today, and they contain carefully scribed accounts, usually from prior manuscript as opposed to printed texts, of political, legal, historical, and philosophical material that Southwell felt to be particularly relevant to his public life as an Anglo-Irish politician and landowner, and as an administrator of the new science. We will return these bespoke miscellanies too. Southwell’s printed library was also sold off by Thorpe, again mixed in with later accretions, and this has therefore not to my knowledge survived intact in any sizeable numbers.
 Southwell had a personal bookplate, though; he and Samuel Pepys commissioned the same engraver for their plates.


First, however, a few more biographical details about Sir Robert Southwell. Southwell was born in Kinsale in Co. Cork on the last day of 1635 into a wealthy Anglo-Irish family. He attended the Royalist stronghold in Cromwellian Oxford, The Queen’s College, 1653-55, and would have been there with another future F.R.S. Joseph Williamson, under the eye of a future critic of the New Science, Thomas Barlow, eventually Bishop of Lincoln. Southwell’s poetic commonplace book survives from this period, an interesting collection of occasional verse in English and Latin, showing in places the influence of John Donne.
 Southwell then travelled abroad in Europe over the cusp of the Restoration, keeping journals which likewise survive, containing some interesting observations, notes on reading, records of persons met, as well as a symbolic annotation system based on planetary symbols for marking the quality of a given book.
 Back in England, Southwell pursued a political and diplomatic career, often serving abroad for long periods, and was elected F.R.S. in 1662, sponsored by his old friend Robert Boyle. By 1672 he had acquired a property in Spring Gardens in Westminster; but he may have kept his manuscript library at his rural seat at King’s Weston outside Bristol (bought in 1679) as opposed to Spring Gardens or the family estates in Kinsale, as throughout the 1680s Southwell retreated to King’s Weston due to the political climate, and occupied himself in scholarly activity. He received an honorary D.C.L. from Oxford in 1677, and in the first half of the 1690s he was reelected annually as President of the Royal Society. He appears to have made few or no enemies, and his social movements can be observed through his later journal as well as that of his exact contemporary Robert Hooke.
 Southwell corresponded with dozens of prominent men of his time, but pertinent to a Royal Society context is his correspondence with Pepys, Petty, Hooke, Abraham Hill the Society Treasurer, Matthew Hale the Lord Chief Justice, and John Woodward, the Gresham Professor of Physic. Southwell continued generating a vast and now fragmented paper trail until his death in 1702.

Let us return briefly to Southwell’s own manuscript library, the catalogue of which exists in one iteration as Add. MS 38536 in the British Library. As mentioned, this is a classified shelf-list, scrolling through national, naval, economic and financial, parliamentary, ecclesiastical, and foreign categories. Its penultimate and ultimate sections are on specifically the Royal Society, and poetry. The poetry section is an extremely interesting piece of evidence of exactly what an educated statesman wanted from the mass of circulating contemporary manuscript poetry, and much of it is topical in nature, including several poems on the Royal Society itself. The Royal Society section consists mainly of items that Southwell must again have had copied for him from the originals properly held by the Society itself. I’ll read out the opening items in his Royal Society shelves:
1. A Print of the Institution of the Royall Society for the Emprovemt. of natural Knowledg. and for the better maintaining it, some Rules to be observ’d by those that enter into it.

2. A List of the Royal Society. [dated 1673/ 1675 {bracketed}]

3. An Experimt. whereby a Dog is depriv’d of all motion and sense, wth.out depriving him of his life.

4. Papers giving an account of the Hole in Pen-park in Gloucestershire. [dated 1682]

5. Sr. Sam: Moreland touching his Water Engine [dated 1673]

6. A Paper concerning Insects.

Like most of Southwell’s MSS, this catalogue is not in his own rather ungainly hand, but in a distinctive, roundish book hand which I can identify as that of the professional London scribe Robin Bacon. It is interesting to note that Bacon was also employed by Southwell’s friend Robert Boyle throughout this period, evidence that, as we might expect, members of the same professional group tended to use the same professional services. Southwell also employed various other as yet unidentified scribes, and the sheer amount and indeed tedium of much of this work again suggests that Southwell used professionals and not just his secretary who will have handled his correspondence.

Southwell’s use of scribes also brings us back to his bespoke manuscript collections mentioned earlier. One such MS, Bodleian English misc. c 144, contains 19 items written in a group of similar hands. Much of this material is political and historical in nature, but there are two items of more philosophical and scientific interest, namely the ‘Theologia Rationalis’ of the famous doctor, the ‘English Hippocrates’ Thomas Sydenham; and a copy of Robert Hooke’s book review of Thomas Burnet’s Archaeologiae Philosophicæ of 1692 for the PT. The Hooke review is in the hand of our friend Robin Bacon, and it is thanks to these manuscript recensions that we know for sure that Hooke was the author of what in its printed form is an unsigned review. It is also worth noting that this is one of the few items that also existed in printed form, evidence that Southwell actively wished to collect transcribed material even when it could be got in printed form. He was not a collector of rare or deluxe manuscripts, but a generator of topical, contemporary copies of items he wanted to possess for his immediate political and intellectual purposes. The story does not stop here, however. In the Sloane collection – evidence that Sloane managed to get at least one Southwell MS – there is another bespoke miscellany, Sloane 3828, employing certainly some of the hands visible in the Bodleian MS. The oddity is that both manuscripts contain the same material in the same order. I am not quite clear yet what the exact relation between these two MSS is, but it is striking that we have two MSS, both of Southwellian provenance, both constructed by a presumably professional collection of scribes working in a London scriptorium, and both like identical twins. Whether Southwell felt he had some need of a duplicate copy of this miscellany, or whether he allowed or commissioned replication for a second party, such as Sloane, is not yet known. But the whole business of duplicating MSS has a further role to play in the transmission of Southwell’s papers. For in around 1730, his grand-nephew Sir John Percival, first Earl of Egmont, who had been placed with his brothers under the guardianship of Southwell in the 1680s and 90s, decided to obtain copies of many of Southwell’s papers, thereby generating his own manuscript repository. Many of these volumes are in the Egmont Papers in the BL, typically tall vellum-bound uniform volumes marked ‘MSS Miscellanies’ on their spines. It is in this form that many Southwell items are most easily available today. These include works such as his advice to his son, a reading list for the student of history specially drawn up for him by Thomas Barlow, and even Southwell’s own digest of logic. So not only was Southwell’s own collection maintained and augmented by his direct line throughout the eighteenth century, but a new collection created by systematic copying was also established by a parallel and likewise socially elite branch of Southwell’s family. MSS of Southwellian descent then, are exceptionally numerous.
II.

We turn now to an actual manuscript of Southwell’s and its intellectual content and context. In his MS Library shelf-list, in the Royal Society section, there is listed ‘A Dialogue about Mr Burnets Theory of ye Earth’, dated 1684, along with some ‘Notes on Mr Burnets Theory of the Earth’. What Southwell does not say in his own catalogue is that this is actually one of his own pieces of writing, one that exists today in the form of his actual reading notes, a scribal text of his finished literary product revised and augmented in Southwell’s own hand, and then a further scribal copy – same scribe – of the finished product. Both James Levine and Scott Mandelbrote have referred to this work in passing, but to its draft state in the British Library, and not its corrected, final state in the Royal Society MS., for the Royal Society too managed to buy back a volume of Southwell’s original papers when they came up for auction in C19, and it seems appropriate to our surrounds to deal with that manuscript, the relevant portion of which I have given you in edited form. 

What is Southwell’s Dialogue about? To understand this we need to know a little about Thomas Burnet and his Sacred Theory of the Earth, a book everyone discussed, and which prompted dozens of printed responses.

Burnet’s work was the major English attempt in the period to reconnect the new Cartesian physics with the biblical narrative of creation. Descartes’ Principia Philosophiæ of 1644 had proposed among other things a model of creation on the corpuscular hypothesis which nonetheless refused to key its hypothetical early history of the universe to the biblical text. Descartes explicitly said that he was not going to do so, and even that his model was in many respects quite different from what we read in Genesis. He problematically stated that in these cases he deferred to the truth of Genesis, saying only that it was intellectually useful to theorise about how things had been, even if the Bible teaches us that they were not actually so. What Burnet was doing was putting back together these two discourses, Christianising Descartes for an English Protestant readership. He was prudently slighting of the French philosopher himself in his book.


Burnet’s model itself proposed a creation in which an initially smooth, egg-shaped earth, paradise throughout all its territories, was the home to antediluvian mankind. It was also egg-like in its structure: a shell of mantle enclosed an inner ocean. In its paradisal form, this earth possessed no seas and no axial tilt. There was therefore nothing to vary or diminish the impact of the sun’s heat on the equatorial plane, which in length of time dried out and cracked, releasing the waters within. This cataclysm caused the restructuring of the earth’s surface as well as its reorientation in space: a terraqueous, irregular surface now covered a sphere tilted with respect to the plane of the ecliptic, and hence seasons, mountains, and oceans were of an age and an origin. Burnet connected this to sacred history by arguing that this cataclysm, which he of course identified as the biblical flood, was providentially coordinated to occur at the point of man’s maximal sinfulness. Burnet referred to God’s ‘due harmony or Synchronism’ between these moral and physical events.


But there were huge problems with this approach. Burnet was promoting a model of God’s general providence (‘the laws of nature’) that would limit the need for the philosopher to appeal to his special providence (‘miracles’, divine intervention). This was a Cartesian move, as Descartes too had insisted on the necessity for God’s general providence as the caretaker and conserver of Creation’s regular movements. The co-incidence of the point of man’s maximal sinfulness with the point at which the earth’s shell was ready by natural means to crack open, releasing the waters within, was for Burnet therefore not a piece of non-providential rationalism, but rather an expression of a rational or natural providence governing sacred history. It was this that led the Bishop of Hereford, Herbert Croft, to brand Burnet ‘a kind of Deist’. Finally, Burnet was aware that his reading disagreed with the apparent literal sense of Genesis in many places. Burnet therefore attempted to present Moses as what he called a ‘Lawgiver’ rather than a ‘Philosopher’: in other words, he argued that we need not take too seriously the physics of the Bible, because Moses was not writing as a scientist. Burnet was thus offering an extreme view of biblical ‘accommodation’ – one in which Moses (or God through him) did not ‘accommodate’ difficult truths to human understanding, but replaced them entirely with pious placebos. The irony here is that in setting out to defend the literal truth of the Flood, Burnet had ended up displacing other apparently literal truths in the same biblical book. This was fine prose, but intellectually very sloppy, and Burnet was punished mercilessly for it. His work also put natural philosophers in a difficult position, for Burnet, himself an ecclesiastic, was demonstrating to an already uneasy intellectual audience that the new science could be put to some very dangerous, even anti-Christian purposes. Burnet himself was not an F.R.S., but the Society would feel itself required to distance itself from such radical tendencies, and especially in the 1690s floods of vernacular correctives appeared.

Through Southwell’s adoption of the form of dialogue – he titled his work ‘C & S discourse of Mr Burnetts Theory of the Earth’ – this short text captures that mixture of enthusiasm and unease with which Burnet’s work was initially greeted in learned circles. The ‘Dialogue’ is divided into two halves, one concerned with Burnet’s view of Moses (‘how Moses wrote in this matter’), the other with specific physical objections to the Theory (from ‘ye way of Philosophy and free reasoning’). A short conclusion enthusiastically anticipates Burnet’s sequel. It is significant that although Burnet concluded his first two books with a discussion of his critical attitude to Moses, Southwell’s interlocutors commence upon this topic, signalling how central and how problematic Burnet’s critical assumptions were to his earliest readers. Their suspicion of course was that, as ‘C’ says, ‘if it be permitted to take and leave in Holy Writt’ whatever we like, then Burnet’s critical principles could be radicalised and even used to disconnect physical enquiries from biblical exegesis altogether. And Southwell’s ‘C’ was proven right in 1695 when the admittedly extreme ‘L. P.’ published his notorious Two Essays sent from Oxford to a Nobleman in London. (‘L. P.’ has yet to be identified with certainty, though he was possibly John Toland unwittingly assisted by Tancred Robinson.) ‘L. P.’ opened by praising Burnet explicitly for both his Sacred Theory and his Archaeologiæ, ‘Pieces of admirable Workmanship.’ But by the conclusion of his first essay ‘L. P.’ had restricted Moses entirely to the role of lawgiver, dismissed him from ‘philosophical’ discussions, and solved the problem of species dispersal by invoking the forbidden doctrine of polygenism, a trajectory that Burnet had emphatically resisted.

The value of Southwell’s dialogue is that it is an exceptionally early realisation of the problems Burnet posed. We do have some material in surviving correspondence earlier than 1684 on the book – most important of all, a few letters between Newton and Burnet himself on the work immediately before Burnet published the first instalment in Latin. In the year of Southwell’s dialogue, John Evelyn and Pepys were also corresponding about the work, Evelyn for once losing concentration and enthusiastically endorsing Burnet’s view of biblical truth. John Flamsteed too passed a few informal judgements. But no formal, generically stabilised work had been composed before Southwell’s Dialogue, which predates by a year the first major printed polemic, Herbert Croft’s Some Animadversions upon a Book Entitled the Theory of the Earth. Southwell’s dialogue therefore performs some useful functions for the historian of science. It shows how important it is to read the contemporary and often quite minor reactions to major publications; it shows that even administrators such as Southwell had their more purely philosophical moments; and above all, because there is no indication that Southwell ever meant this work for the press, it shows how important manuscript culture is for a proper understanding of the hopes and worries of the New Science.
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