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Harvard Library Bulletin

A Lost Letter from Hobbes to Mersenne Found

NE of the important sources
O of information for the his-
tory of science and the his-
tory of ideasin the seventeenth century
is the correspondence of the eminent
men of that period. Foremost among
the scientific correspondents in the
time before the founding of the learned
societies, such as the Royal Society of
London and the Académie Royale des
Sciences, was the reverend Father
Marin Mersenne (1588-1648), who cx-
changed letters with Descartes and
Hobbes, amongst others, and who acted
as 2 personal clearing-house for new
ideas, Thus Mersenne asked the opin-
ion of Descartes concerning the Tawo
New Sciences of Galileo, and brought
to the arrention of scienrists the great
discoveries of Torricelli concerning
the wvacaum 2nd the barometer.
Through Mersenne’s activities, Pascal
learned of the Torricellian experiments
and was led to perform his own, cul-
minating in the famous demonstration
that the height of a barometer falls gs
one ascends a mountain,

In a recent number of Isfs,! Harcourt
Brown called attention to the fact that
a lost letter of Hobbes to Mersenne had
been listed in a Maggs Bros. catalogue,
where a photostatic reproduction of it
was given? Brown published a tran-
scription based on the reproduction in

! Harcourt Brown, “The Mersenne Cor-
respondence; A Lost Letter by Thomas
Hobbes,” isis, XXXIV (1943), 311-312,

" Maggs Bros., Autagraph Letiers, Histor-
ical Documents and Authors® Original Manm-
scripts {(London, 1925}, (Catslogue 471, lot
2835, reproduction on pl, xvii, opp. p. 136}.

the catalogue, Since that time the orig-
inal holograph has been located in 2
collection of books and manuscripts
at present on deposit in the Houghton
Library

The letter in question, written in
French by Hobbes, and dated ‘St.
Germ, may. 25, 1648,” deals with the
Torricellian experiments and the sup-
posed proof of the existence of a
vacuum. Hobbes declares: ‘All the ex-
periments made by you and others
with quicksilver do not conclude that
there is a vacuum. . . .> The reason he
gives is that a ‘subtile’ matter in the air
passes through mercury and other
coarse fluids in much the same way
that smoke passes through water.
Hobbes never accepted the reality of
the vacoum. An ardent opponent of
his compatriots who were banding to-
grether to form a group which cventu-
ally was to become the Royal Society,
Hobbes was not an advocate of the
experimental methods of the ‘new sci-
ence’ or the ‘new philosophy,” which,
according to the poet Donne, ‘casts all
in doubt.” A lover of controversy, he
became embroiled wirh various of the
protagonists of the ‘new science.” He
had a spirited quarrel, involving many
publications, with John Wallis, the
mathematician, about the possibility of
‘squaring the circle With Boyle,

Described as: ‘Hobbes (Thomas, t588-1679).
Philosopher . . . Autograph letter signed
(in French) to a priest. 1 page, 4to. Sr. Ger-
mains (1), 25 May, 1648." A portion of the
letter is rendered in English rranslation. The
identification of IHobbes’ correspondent as
Merscone wes made by Brown.
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father of the science of chemistry,
Hobbes disagreed concerning the in-
terpretation of the famous experiments

- which Boyle made with his new

vacuum pump, or ‘pneumatic engine.’
The issue of that controversy was the
existence of the vacuum, the subject,
in part, of Hobbes’ letter to Mersenne,
Becanse Boyle was attacked by
Hobbes, and also by an English Jesuit
named Linus, he made further experi-
ments in the course of which he dis-
covered the law mnamed after him,

which states that the volume of an en-
closed gas at constant temperature js
inversely proportionzl to the pressure
at which it cxists,

The brevity of the letter is interest-
ing in itself, as Brown has pointed out,
beeause it indicates thar Idobbes and
Mersenne were living in the same town
and consequently not dependent on
letters for their contacts. Hence this
one lacks the news of general interest
with which others are marked.

1. BerNarD CoHEN

A Funeral Elegy for Thomas Danforth,
Treasurer of Harvard

NE of the steadiest plodders
O on the nether slopes of the
Puritan Parnassus was the
pastor of Dorchester, John Danforth
(1660~1730). A modest man, he prob-
ably had no illusions about his poetic
stature. His most notable literary char-
acteristic was the faithfulness and sim-
plicity (too great at times) with which
throughout his life he prepared 2 suit-
able ‘copy of verses' whenever the
occasion called for it. In almost every
piece he rises to at least one brief pas-
sage of real though minor poetry; at
least once in his life he achicved a poem
of intensely personal though stark and
thorny expression; once too, in his
New Year's poem for 1720, he came
close to perfection in simple naive
charm,

Nearly zll of his works were writ-
ten for special occasions, most of them
upon the deaths of friends, relatives,
and parishioners. Their value is not so
much literary as historical and bio-

graphical, for conscientious workman
that he was, he rarely turned out the
vague generalities prevalent in many an
elegy of the day, but rather gave a solid
factual account of the life of the dc-
ceased and a careful delineation of his
character — this often the best part of
the elegy literarily. Thus in his verses
the spirit of the second era of Puritan
New England lives in its activities,
principles, and aspirations, and from his
lines the historian can attain an insight
into the temper and attitudes of the
period often lacking in the more ma-
terial sources. To give just one exam-
ple: in the elegy before us (Plate I)
and in the one on Hannah Sewall
(when speaking of her father John
Hull) Danforth’s terse, graphic depic-
tion of the New England Puritan atti-
tude toward great wealth epitomizes
a whole course of development.

The elepies generzally appeared as
printed broadsides, occasionally as ap-
pendices to books or pamphlets, occa-



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume |, Number 1 (Winter

1947)

List of Contributors

Keves D. Mercavy, Professor of Bibliography, Director of the Harvard
University Library, and Librarian of Harvard College

HamiutoNn VavueHaN Bar, Hartland, Vermont

Frep N. Rosinson, Gurney Professor of English Literature, Emeritus,
Harvard University

Puuae Horrr, Curator of Printing and Graphic Arts in the Harvard College
Library

WiLLiam A. Jackson, Professor of Bibliography and Assistant Librarian of the
Harvard College Library in charge of the Houghton Library

ETHEL B. CLARK, Honorary Keeper of Rare Books, Dumbarton Qaks Research
Library

Crirroro K. Suirton, Custodian of the Harvard University Archives; Librarian
of the American Antiquarian Society

Davip McCorp, Honorary Curator of the Farnsworth and Poetry Rooms of the
Harvard College Library, Executive Secretary of the Harvard Fund
Council, and Editorial Chairman of the Harvard Alummi Bulletin

I. Bernarp CoHEN, Instructor in Physical Science, Harvard University

Harovrp S. Janrtz, Associate Professor, Department of Modern Langnages and
Literatures, Princeton University

WiLLiam H. Bono, Houghton Library

WiLLiaMm Vaw Lennee, Curator of the Theatre Collection in the Harvard
College Library

Joun H. Birss, Assistant Professor, Department of English, University College,
New York University

Hyper E. Rovurins, Gurney Professor of English Literature, Harvard
University

Ermer M. Grieoer, General Assistant in the Harvard College Library

127

-



