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Sir Isaac Newton: His Life from 1672 to 1687


He was a man of both worlds. He was a gifted scientist. He was a devout Christian. Isaac Newton knew no bounds for his work and he let none be made. When faced with an obstacle, he would overcome it. To say he was a gifted man is an understatement only paralleled by his modesty and complete devotion to his beliefs, both religious and scientific. This man did not let his ego get the best of him. He let his work guide him and, in turn, he guided the world into a new era of understanding the forces around them.


The fine year of 1672 is where this telling begins. Throughout his studies, Newton had continually proved that he was a man of science, not a man of fame. Those who had initially thought him to be short-tempered and arrogant found that he was purely devoted to his discoveries and theories and he had great confidence in the validity of his work. Because of his passion and repeated scientific successes, Isaac Newton was elected Lucasian Professor of Mathematics of the Royal Society at the ripe age of twenty-six. Just three years later, Newton’s new title gave him the ability to finally address the scientific community about the multitude of optical researches he conducted when he was younger. In his first public paper, Newton astounded his audience with his studies on the nature of color. Was it any other man, everyone would think him daft for trying to study something so ubiquitous as color. But since it was Isaac Newton speaking on the subject, it was met with mixed feelings of reluctance and interest.


One aptly named man, Robert Hooke, felt it was better that Newton didn’t publish any papers at all, let alone communicate them directly to the public. This wouldn’t have particularly mattered if that same man wasn’t also the Royal Society’s curator of experiments. Hooke had more jurisdictions over Newton than any other man who opposed Newton’s controversial findings and he wasn’t about to let him forget it. In a battle that lasted six long years, Newton would try to publish his research only to be thwarted by Hooke. Only in 1675 did this escalate to political proportions, with Hooke claiming Newton had plagiarized from a paper Hooke had already written. Though Hooke had no evidence, Newton felt extremely discouraged and knew he couldn’t work in such an oppressive environment. 


From 1678 and onward, Newton fell into a spiral of depression followed by the death of his mother. Seemingly, luck was against him. Instead of seeking external aid to his plight, Newton locked himself away in his own realm of alchemical research and experimentation. Echoing the familiar tale of Dr. Frankenstein, he imposed a self-expulsion from society and his colleagues in favor of looking into the forces of nature that were driven by more than just a mechanical state of motion. While Dr. Frankenstein looked for the secrets of life, Newton sought the secrets of particles in motion: repulsion and attraction.


In 1679, Newton was struck by an odd turn of events. Hooke had graciously begun sending him letters, asking him for his thoughts on planetary motion. Increasingly suspicious, Newton broke off correspondence with Hooke after only a few letters, preferring to find the answers to planetary motion on his own. After only one year of focused thought and problem solving, Newton believed he had the principles of planetary motion all worked out but was reluctant to share it with anyone.


While Newton was busy solving the problems of the universe, Hooke and two of his colleagues, Edmond Halley and Christopher Wren, were still stumped by planetary motion. Knowing full well that Hooke couldn’t go to see Newton without some sort of altercation, whether it be passive or aggressive, Halley thought it’d be best if he went. On a warm day in August of 1684, Halley went to Cambridge to seek out Newton. When he was found, the question was posed: what sort of orbit does a planet have around the sun according to the inverse square law of attraction? Newton had already calculated everything at this point but he had unfortunately but not unexpectedly misplaced it. Since no one else was able to do the sort of mathematics involved with the inverse square law, Newton told Halley he’d reexamine it and bring him his findings when all was said and done.


That very same year, Newton sent Halley his De motu coporum in gyrum, which detailed the motions of planetary orbits and the calculations that proved it. Building off of De motu, Newton spent the next two years intensively and exclusively writing what would become Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica. But just writing it wasn’t enough for Newton. He wanted something published. But Hooke was on his tail again, trying to get at least partial credit for Newton’s concrete and detailed analysis of planetary motion. At this point, Newton realized he’d never had a greater enemy than Hooke and Newton would pursue anything if it meant beating him at least once. Because of their neutrality between Hooke and Newton and the financial risk implied, the Royal Society couldn’t publish anything for Newton. Instead, Halley stepped in and offered to privately pay for all three books of the Principia Mathematica to be published. All three books became available in print in 1687.


There was nothing inherently special about Isaac Newton. He was just a man with a love for a science and, to a lesser extent, religion. He experienced high and low points in his life and he overcame most obstacles through productive experiments and research. Were it not for Newton’s existence, science—especially physics—would’ve taken a longer time to develop, possibly impacting our world today by slowing the present understanding of technology and the physical space that must be lived in. It’d be particularly jarring today to think that if Newton were any different in his personality or his achievements, life on earth would be drastically different.
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