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Learning Physics in New College in the 1690s 
 
In a New College Note of 2021 I presented a Latin birthday poem from 1689, composed by one 
Bonfoy Trimnell (BA 1686, MA 1690) for a college friend of his; and this Trimnell is also he who 
in 1688 gave the college a copy of Isaac Newton’s classic Principia Mathematica, published the 
previous year—this is the copy still in our library. Trimnell died young, in college, of spotted fever, 
in 1691, and in that first Note I gave a text and translation of what I then thought was his only 
extant poem, from 1689, ‘Ad Eximium Juvenem & Rei Musicæ Callentissimum Dnm Jacobum 
Worsley’ (‘To the excellent young man, and one most practised in music, Master James Worsley’). 
This poem survives now as a single sheet in the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, DC, 
evidently the very manuscript handed in college to the addressee for his birthday. 

I was rash to assume that this was all that survived of Trimnell, and I was also potentially 
rash to assume that Trimnell’s gift of Newton so soon after its publication suggests that the book 
‘may simply have been acquired for the purposes of donation’. For I recently re-encountered a 
little octavo textbook in physics published in 1690 by one of Trimnell’s New College 
contemporaries, the Synopsis physicæ of Francis Willis.1 The author was from Thame, where his 
father—who had also attended the college—as the rector ran the local grammar school, an 
institution then under the college’s supervision. After a standard Winchester education
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suggests that the book

in that first Note 
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printed and partly sold in London, but it was also a co-venture with the Oxford bookseller 
Nicholas Cox. This man was a rather interesting character himself: he had been in the choir of 
New College as a boy, and in later life worked as manciple for first St John’s College, and then St 
Edmund Hall.4 He also ran a second-hand bookshop on the perimeter of St Edmund’s Hall which 
was still going strong in the early eighteenth century, as we find Cox and his shop appearing with 
regularity in the diaries of the Oxford antiquary Thomas Hearne. He was a writer too, and his 
Gentleman’s Recreation of 1673 went through at least four editions.5 This was a conduct manual for 
the sporting young man, and is of passing interest here because it was dedicated to James Bertie, 
Earl of Abingdon, also Lord Lieutenant of Oxford; and Francis Willis himself had earlier written 
a Pindaric ode dedicated to that same earl.6
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applications of politics and economics; likewise general
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vacuum),17  the older Liègeois philosopher Libert Froidmont (on meteors), the rising French 
philosopher Nicolas Malebranche (on sense),18 the English experimentalists and FRSs Nehemiah 
Grew (on plants) and John Evelyn (on earths), and the academic Ralph Bohun (again on winds). 
Aristotle is only recommended once (on elements). Willis, as stated, is not a modernist partizan by 
any means: his preface makes it clear that he will adopt Aristotelian terms 
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Title-page and a picture of a tornado (p. 19), New College Library, Oxford, BT3.248.11(2) 
© The Warden and Scholars of New College, Oxford 

 
Willis was evidently very similar in outlook to Bohun, who had attended the college a 

generation before him.


