2-16: Rewriting the Miracles of Nature: the impact of microscopy

Seminar Aims 

The ‘Pneumatic Engine’ was not easy for anyone except Robert Boyle to purchase, operate or demonstrate. Yet the claims of the experimental philosophy were that its ‘facts’ were established on the basis that the experiments could be replicated by anyone (or, at any rate, anyone who was of the social standing and open-mindedness required to be engaged in such activity). Microscopy was, therefore, a rather more important technology for establishing ‘replicability’ since, although expensive, the equipment was available for purchase and could be readily manipulated by relatively unskilled hands. In this seminar, we shall investigate the most spectacular early results of microscopy advertised in Robert Hooke’s famous Micrographia (1665), a work that was sponsored by the Royal Society and published under its auspices. We shall examine it as a work of ‘apologetic’, trying to imagine what its impact upon its contemporaries must have been. We can use some secondary works to help us in that evaluation, but we can also look at the publication of one of the ‘enthusiasts’ for the new science, Henry Power. A physician from Halifax, Power’s Experimental Philosophy (1664) was one of a string of works in the 1660s that advocated the experimental method as something that gentlemen ‘virtuosi’ could practise. We shall need to determine what a ‘virtuoso’ was, and why the new science caught some people’s imagination. Above all, we want to know how microscopy changed people’s attitudes to what constituted a ‘miracle’. 

We shall look at the following texts:

Henry Power, Experimental Philosophy (1664), preface – available for download from here; and Observations 1-7 - available for download from here .
Robert Hooke, Micrographia (1665), pp. 212-215 and accompanying illustrations - available for download from here. 

Questions:
1) How did microscopy change people’s attitudes to the natural world?
2) In what ways might microscopy change people’s attitudes to the ‘miraculous’?
3) What constituted a ‘virtuoso’?

Further Reading: 

Christa Knellwolf, 'Robert Hooke's Micrographia and the Aesthetics of Empiricism', Seventeenth Century, 16 (2001), 177-200.
Stephen Pumfrey, 'Ideas above His Station: A Social Study of Hooke's Curatorship of Experiments', History of Science, 29 (1991), 1044.
Steven Shapin, 'Who Was Robert Hooke?' in Robert Hooke: New Studies, ed. by Michael Hunter and Simon Schaffer (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1989), pp. 253-85.
Lisa Jardine, The Curious Life of Robert Hooke (2003), ch. 3 (‘Take no Man’s Word for It’)
Walter E. Houghton, 'The English Virtuoso in the Seventeenth Century', Journal of the History of Ideas, 3 (1942), 51-73; 190-219 [available through JSTOR].
Michael Hunter, Science and Society in Restoration England (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1981).
Brian J. Ford, 'The Royal Society and the Microscope', Notes and Records of the Royal Society, 55 (2001), 29-49 [available online through JSTOR]. 

